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Abstract: Despite irrigation being one of the main sources of anthropogenic water consumption,
detailed information about water amounts destined for this purpose are often lacking worldwide.
In this study, a methodology which can be used to estimate irrigation amounts over a pilot area in
Spain by exploiting remotely sensed soil moisture is proposed. Two high-resolution disaggregation
based on physical and theoretical scale change (DISPATCH) downscaled soil moisture products have
been used: Soil Moisture Active Passive (SMAP) and Soil Moisture and Ocean Salinity (SMOS) at
1 km. The irrigation estimates have been obtained through the SM2RAIN algorithm, in which the
evapotranspiration term has been improved to adequately reproduce the crop evapotranspiration over
irrigated areas according to the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) model. The experiment
exploiting the SMAP data at 1 km represents the main work analyzed in this study and covered
the period from January 2016 to September 2017. The experiment with the SMOS data at 1 km,
for which a longer time series is available, allowed the irrigation estimates to be extended back to 2011.
For both of the experiments carried out, the proposed method performed well in reproducing the
magnitudes of the irrigation amounts that actually occurred in four of the five pilot irrigation districts.
The SMAP experiment, for which a more detailed analysis was performed, also provided satisfactory
results in representing the spatial distribution and the timing of the irrigation events. In addition,
the investigation into which term of the SM2RAIN algorithm plays the leading role in determining
the amount of water entering into the soil highlights the importance of correct representation of the
evapotranspiration process.

Keywords: irrigation estimates; remote sensing; soil moisture

1. Introduction

Human interventions into the natural circulation of water on the Earth’s surface can no longer
be neglected in the global economy of the hydrological cycle. Abbot et al. [1] suggest that even
the traditional representations of the cycle need to be adapted by involving anthropic water uses.
Irrigation is a primary source of anthropogenic water consumption. It is estimated that over 70% of
water withdrawals from lakes, rivers, and groundwater resources are destined for use in irrigation
practices [2,3]. The continuous growth of the global population and the ever-rising living standards are
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expected to bring to an intensification of water depletion for improving agricultural production through
irrigation practices, with higher impacts over areas already experiencing water stress conditions [4–6].
Climate changing scenarios coupled to the abovementioned phenomena are expected to further
aggravate the problem. Hence, irrigation practices need to be adequately managed [7,8]. The knowledge
of irrigation water amounts is essential not only for the important implications for food production and
water scarcity, but for research purposes also. In fact, irrigation amounts often represent the missing
information to adequately solve the water balance at several spatial scales [9,10].

Despite the primary role played by irrigation over human-altered basins, detailed quantitative
knowledge of water amounts destined for this purpose is generally missing. Soil moisture has
proven to be a key variable to retrieve information about occurred irrigation. From this perspective,
several studies exploiting the SM2RAIN algorithm [11], which was originally developed to estimate
rainfall from soil moisture observations and later adapted to estimate irrigation, provide promising
results. Brocca et al. [12] showed the potential of the adapted version of the algorithm in reproducing
irrigation amounts by exploiting coarse resolution satellite soil moisture. Jalilvand et al. [13] applied the
SM2RAIN method with different settings for the evapotranspiration term to estimate irrigation water
over the Miandoab plain, in Iran. Filippucci et al. [14] obtained good performances in estimating water
applied for irrigation over a pilot field in Italy by exploiting in-situ soil moisture observations obtained
through an advanced sensor based on Proximal Gamma-Ray spectroscopy as the SM2RAIN input.
Alternative approaches exploiting soil moisture to estimate irrigation can be found in the literature.
For instance, Zaussinger et al. [15] investigated the possibility to estimate the irrigation water use (IWU)
over the contiguous United States (CONUS) area through the differences between remotely sensed and
modeled soil moisture. A similar approach was adopted by Zohaib and Choi [16], which showed the
potential of microwave remote sensing in mapping irrigated areas and estimating IWU at a global
scale by exploiting coarse resolution soil moisture observations from the European Space Agency
Climate Change Initiative (ESA CCI) data set and soil moisture from European ReAnalysis-5 (ERA-5).
However, soil moisture variation is not the only component of the hydrological cycle suitable to be
exploited as a proxy of irrigation. In fact, irrigation practices also strongly affect the evapotranspiration
process; hence, the evapotranspiration information can be useful to retrieve water amounts applied for
irrigation. From this perspective, Romaguera et al. [17] exploited the differences between the remote
sensing methods and modeled actual evapotranspiration to estimate monthly evapotranspiration
rates due to irrigation over two study areas, the Horn of Africa and the province of Sichuan, in China.
Peña-Arancibia et al. [18] proposed a methodology combining remote sensing data and hydrologic
modeling to estimate the sources and the amounts of water consumed in the form of evapotranspiration
from irrigated areas over two sub-basins of the Murray-Darling basin (Australia), which is known to
be highly human-regulated. However, studies that quantitatively reproduce the irrigation amounts
that actually occurred rather than showing potential applications in this sense or deriving information
indirectly linked to irrigation are lacking.

The major novelty of this paper is to fill this gap. In order to do this, high-resolution (1 km)
disaggregation based on physical and theoretical scale change (DISPATCH) downscaled versions
of Soil Moisture Active Passive (SMAP) and Soil Moisture and Ocean Salinity (SMOS) at 1 km soil
moisture data sets have been used to force the SM2RAIN algorithm to estimate irrigation over an
intensely irrigated area in the North East of Spain. The pilot area proved to be particularly suitable
to investigate the detectability of the irrigation signal by remote sensing products and for irrigation
mapping purposes [19–23]. The evapotranspiration term of the SM2RAIN equation has been improved
by incorporating the guidelines about crop evapotranspiration furnished in the Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO) paper n. 56 [24]. Two experiments were carried out: one exploiting soil moisture
from the SMAP at 1 km data set; and another one exploiting soil moisture from the SMOS at 1 km
data set. The SMAP experiment covered the period from January 2016 to September 2017. The SMOS
experiment, covering the period from January 2011 to September 2017, allowed a temporal extension
back to the past of the estimated irrigation events.
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2. Study Area

The pilot area is in the North East of the Iberian Peninsula. It is a 10,000 km2 tile (125 km
by 80 km) located between two Spanish autonomous communities, Catalonia and Aragon. Within
this area, a heavily irrigated land, on which this study is focused, is surrounded by a typical
Mediterranean landscape characterized by sparse forests, shrubs, olive groves, and rainfed agricultural
areas. The irrigated land is organized into four irrigation districts: the Urgell district, the Algerri
Balaguer district, the Pinyana district, and the Catalan and Aragonese district (Canal de Aragón y
Cataluña), whose Northern and Southern parts are fed by water coming from different reservoirs.
Hence, in this study, the Catalan and Aragonese district has been divided into its Northern part
(henceforth North Catalan Aragonese) and its Southern part (henceforth South Catalan Aragonese).
Hence, a total of five districts were investigated. Figure 1 shows the location of the pilot site and the
stations used to derive the benchmark irrigation volumes (except for the Pinyana district), the digital
elevation model (DEM) of the irrigation districts, and the density of the equipment for irrigation.
The DEM is derived from the EU-DEM v1.1 at 25 m resolution, delivered by the Copernicus Land
Monitoring Service. The irrigation density, expressed according to three different levels, is derived
from the geospatial information attached to the hydrological plan of the Ebro basin (available at the
website http://www.chebro.es/contenido.visualizar.do?idContenido=42695&idMenu=4780), to which
the study area belongs.
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Figure 1. Study area: (a) location, (b) digital elevation model (DEM) of the irrigation districts according
to the Copernicus EU-DEM v1.1 and (c) distribution of the irrigation density over the districts according
to the Ebro Hydrological Plan.

The districts differ from each other in terms of extension, dating, and irrigation techniques
employed. In Urgell, flood irrigation is the most widespread technique; it is an old system in which
irrigation generally occurs with a frequency of two weeks. The district has a total area equal to
887.62 km2 (8876,200 ha). The Algerri Balaguer district, with an area of 70.79 km2 (707,900 ha), can be
considered the most pioneering one, as its irrigated area has been recently increased and new irrigation
systems have been installed. In this district, irrigation can theoretically occur each day; drip irrigation
is used for fruit trees and sprinklers for crops. In the Catalan and Aragonese district, several techniques
coexist: flood irrigation (18% of the area), drip irrigation (28% of the area), and sprinkler irrigation
(the most widespread technique, 54% of the area). The district has a total area equal to 1161.52 km2

(11615,200 ha); the Northern partition has an extension of 657.04 km2 (6570,400 ha), while the Southern
one has an area of 504.48 km2 (5044,800 ha). No detailed information about the irrigation techniques
adopted in the Pinyana district are available, but mixed techniques are supposed to be employed.

http://www.chebro.es/contenido.visualizar.do?idContenido=42695&idMenu=4780
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The homonymous canal, which supplies water to the district, is the most ancient canal in the Catalonia
autonomous community. The area of the district is equal to 149.74 km2 (1497,400 ha).

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Remote Sensing Data

In this study two high-resolution soil moisture data sets were exploited: SMOS and SMAP at
1 km. Both products were obtained by downscaling the original resolution SMOS and SMAP data
through the DISPATCH algorithm [25].

The SMOS mission was launched by the European Space Agency (ESA) at the end of 2009 [26] with
the aim of collecting, over land, surface soil moisture estimates with a target accuracy of 0.04 m3/m3 [27].
The SMOS satellite is equipped with an Y-shaped passive 2D interferometric radiometer operating at
L-band frequency (1.4 GHz) and provides surface soil moisture data with a spatial resolution ranging
from 35 to 50 km, obtained through the Level-2 (L2) retrieval algorithm.

The SMAP mission was launched by the National Aeronautics and Spatial Administration (NASA)
in January 2015 to collect hydrosphere state (surface soil moisture and freeze/thaw state) measurements
at global scale [28]. The originally-designed SMAP equipment was an L-band radiometer (1.4 GHz)
that, together with an L-band radar (1.26 GHz), was expected to provide soil moisture estimates at
three different spatial resolutions (3 km, 9 km, and 36 km) by merging the advantages of both active
and passive remote sensing. However, because of the radar failure in July 2015, only the 36 km and
9 km resolution products were delivered during the post-radar phase. Validation studies show that the
retrieved surface soil moisture meets the mission target accuracy of 0.04 m3/m3 [29]. It is noteworthy
that, after the identification of Sentinel-1A/Sentinel-1B synthetic aperture radar (SAR) data as a suitable
substitute of the SMAP radar derived data, a 3 km resolution combined product was delivered [30].

The DISPATCH method [31] allows the observed coarse resolution soil moisture to be disaggregated
to finer resolutions by merging the microwave data with optical data. It is an evaporation-based
downscaling algorithm that can be categorized as both theoretical and physically-based [32].
The downscaling is performed through the redistribution of the high-resolution soil moisture around
the average value of the related coarser resolution product [33]. This process is allowed by the
relationship existing between the soil evaporative efficiency (SEE), defined as the ratio of actual
to potential evaporation, and the surface soil moisture [34]. In the DISPATCH method, the SEE is
optical-derived, as it is estimated by exploiting the high-resolution (1 km) Normalized Difference
Vegetation Index (NDVI) and land surface temperature (LST) data retrieved by the Moderate Resolution
Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS) sensor aboard the Terra (EOS AM) and Aqua (EOS PM) satellites.
The DISPATCH-derived products have been validated over several pilot areas with different climate
conditions [25,35–38].

Two optical data sets have been used to estimate the crop coefficient evolution over the
irrigated areas; they are the NDVI v2.2 and the Fraction of Vegetation Cover (FCover) v2
products, both at 1 km resolution, delivered by the Copernicus Global Land Service (CGLS).
The products are obtained by processing the data retrieved by the Satellite Pour l’Observation de la
Terre—Vegetation (SPOT-VEGETATION) and Project for On-Board Autonomy—Vegetation (PROBA-V)
sensors. The VEGETATION instrument has been operational aboard the SPOT 4 and 5 Earth observation
missions from April 1998 to May 2014. PROBA-V is a Belgian-led Earth observation mission developed
by ESA and launched in May 2013 in order to ensure the continuity of the SPOT-VEGETATION mission
observations; the VEGETATION imaging instrument has been redesigned adopting spectral channels
similar to those of its former version. Further information on the PROBA-V mission can be found in
Dierckx et al. [39], while the processing chain is described in Sterckx et al. [40].

Both products considered are provided at 10-day temporal frequency; the NDVI values vary
between a minimum of -0.08 and a maximum of 0.92, while the FCover data set has a physical range of
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(0, 1). Detailed information about the products preparation, as well as validation reports, are accessible
through the CGLS website (https://land.copernicus.eu/global/).

3.2. Meteorological Data

The meteorological variables used in this study were obtained through the Système d’Analyse
Fournissant des Renseignements Atmosphériques à la Neige (SAFRAN) meteorological analysis system [41].
SAFRAN produces gridded data sets of rainfall rate, temperature, wind speed, and other meteorological
variables; it combines a first guess coming from a numerical weather prediction model and
ground-observed data through an optimal interpolation algorithm. The version of the data set
used in this study is a SAFRAN originally implemented in Spain [42,43] with data until August 2014,
which has been extended over the whole Iberian Peninsula (by involving Portugal) and until the end of
August 2017; it is generated through minor changes to the code used for the SAFRAN implementation
in France [44,45]. In this version, the ERA-Interim reanalysis, released by the European Centre for
Medium-Range Weather Forecast (ECMWF), is used as a first guess for many variables, except for
precipitation, whose first guess comes from observations recorded by the AEMET (Agencia Estatal de
METeorología) meteorological station network, which is also the source of the ground observations for
the interpolation.

The meteorological data are provided gridded on a 5 km resolution grid and at an hourly time
step; hence, they have been aggregated ata daily time scale and resampled to the finer resolution
(1 km) adopted in this study. The variables exploited were: the rainfall rate, the relative humidity, the
temperature, and the wind speed; the first one has been used as reference precipitation in the SM2RAIN
elaborations, while the others, together with the solar radiation data from the ERA-5 reanalysis [46],
resampled to the same grid used for SAFRAN, were used to calculate the potential evapotranspiration
according to the FAO Penman-Monteith method.

3.3. Benchmark Irrigation Volumes

The ground truth values of irrigation water considered in this study are deduced by several sources.
For the experiment exploiting soil moisture from the SMAP at 1 km data set, covering the period from
January 2016 to September 2017, the benchmark irrigation amounts are mainly deduced by the volumes
of water flowing through the irrigation canals network and feeding the districts. These data, available
in real time and as historical collections, are delivered by the Automatic Hydrologic Information
System of the Ebro river basin (SAIH Ebro) at the website: http://www.saihebro.com/saihebro/index.
php?url=/datos/canales. This kind of benchmark irrigation data has been used for all the pilot districts,
except for the Pinyana district, which is not included in the SAIH system. The stations exploited for this
purpose are shown in Figure 1 and reported in Table 1. The data for water supplying the Urgell district
are missing during the period going from July 2016 to February 2017; hence, for the sub-period from
January to September 2017, the data from February to September 2017 have been used, by assuming
that the missing amount referred to January 2017 is negligible. For the 2016, as the missing data covers
a considerable part of the high-intensity irrigation season, a secondary benchmark value taken from
the Hydrological Plan of the Spanish Part of the Ebro River Basin has been considered. This data is a
yearly cumulated estimation based on historical data referring to a twelve-years period (from 2000
to 2012). For the Pinyana district, monthly volumes of irrigation water have been furnished by the
canal’s technical office.

https://land.copernicus.eu/global/
http://www.saihebro.com/saihebro/index.php?url=/datos/canales
http://www.saihebro.com/saihebro/index.php?url=/datos/canales
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Table 1. Areas considered for the conversion of irrigation volumes to irrigation thicknesses, sources of
benchmark irrigation data, and assumed losses for the pilot districts.

District Area [km2] Irrigation Benchmark Source Losses

Urgell 811.67 Ebro Hydrological Plan/Water flowing through the
irrigation canals (SAIH Ebro, stations C116 and C117) 30%

Catalan and
Aragonese—North 657.04 Water flowing through the irrigation canals

(SAIH Ebro, station C081) 15%

Catalan and
Aragonese—South 504.48 Water flowing through the irrigation canals

(SAIH Ebro, station C101) 15%

Algerri Balaguer 70.79 Water pumped to the district
(SAIH Ebro, station E271) 10%

Pinyana 149.74 Data furnished by the canal’s technical office 30%

The benchmark irrigation volumes were converted to the equivalent thickness of irrigation water
(in mm) to be compared with satellite-derived irrigation estimates by dividing them by the area of
each district. It is noteworthy that, for the Urgell district, a very small part with low irrigation density
has not been considered.

Only the portion of water that actually reaches the soil can be measured through remote sensing.
For this reason, the gross benchmark irrigation amounts have been reduced by considering the losses
due to irrigation efficiency. The entities of the losses have been set by considering the dating of the
irrigation systems, the irrigation techniques, and previous studies investigating this topic over the
pilot area. Canela et al. [47] evaluated the efficiency of the flood irrigation system in Urgell, defined as
the capability of the applied water to reach the root zone. The authors found lower efficiencies in the
upper part of the district (mean efficiency of 66%) with respect to the lower part (mean efficiency of
90%). A mean irrigation efficiency of 77% over the Urgell was found by Cots et al. [48]. Matè et al. [49]
investigated the efficiency of the flood irrigation system over selected crops within the Catalan and
Aragonese district. The obtained efficiency varied between 62% for the sunflower and 89% for fruit
trees. In general, it is well known that losses due to a flood irrigation system are expected to be
higher with respect to those due to sprinkler systems. Drip irrigation systems should ensure the
maximum efficiencies. On the basis of the abovementioned considerations, losses equal to the 30%
of the delivered amounts of water have been adopted for the Urgell district, where flood irrigation
is the most widespread technique. For the Catalan and Aragonese district, considering that mixed
techniques are employed, the losses are assumed to be equal to 15% of the total. Losses equal to 10% of
the water pumped to the Algerri Balaguer district have been assumed, as this system is the most recent
one. Conversely, for the Pinyana district, which is the most ancient system among those evaluated,
losses equal to the 30% of the water supplying the district have been assumed.

For the SMOS experiment, the same sources of benchmark irrigation have been used for the
Catalan and Aragonese and the Algerri Balaguer districts. For the Urgell district, the prevision based
on historical data, already used for 2016, has been used as a fixed value for the previous years also.
It has not been possible to obtain benchmark irrigation volumes for the Pinyana district during the
period 2011–2015. The net irrigation benchmark values, expressed as irrigation water thickness and
taking into account of losses due to the irrigation efficiency, have been obtained through the same
procedure previously described for the SMAP experiment. Table 1 summarizes the areas considered
for the conversion of irrigation volumes to irrigation thicknesses, the sources of the benchmark data,
and the assumed losses.

3.4. The SM2RAIN Algorithm

An adapted version of the SM2RAIN algorithm has been used to estimate the irrigation water
amounts. The algorithm was originally developed to retrieve rainfall through an inversion of the
water balance with soil moisture variations as input [11,50,51], then it has been adapted for quantifying
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irrigation [12]. Indeed, over agricultural areas, the SM2RAIN output is actually an estimate of the total
amount of water entering into the soil, irrigation plus rainfall.

The soil water balance equation, in its general form, can be expressed by:

nZ
dS(t)

dt
= i(t) + r(t) − g(t) − sr(t) − e(t), (1)

where n [−] is the soil porosity, Z [mm] is the soil layer depth, S(t) [−] is the relative soil moisture,
t [days] is the time, i(t) [mm/day] is the irrigation rate, r(t) [mm/day] is the rainfall rate, g(t) [mm/day]
is the drainage (the sum of deep percolation and subsurface runoff) rate, sr(t) [mm/day] is the surface
runoff and e(t) [mm/day] is the actual evapotranspiration. The Equation (1) can be also written in its
equivalent form:

nZ
dS(t)

dt
= Win(t) − g(t) − sr(t) − e(t), (2)

where Win(t) = i(t) + r(t) [mm/day] is the total amount of water entering into the soil. By adopting
the assumptions described in the following sections, Equation (2) allows the total amount of water
entering into the soil, Win(t), to be determined; hence, by removing the rainfall signal, the irrigation
rate can be estimated.

In the method presented in this study, the SM2RAIN algorithm has been employed in two different
configurations, one for the model’s parameters calibration and another one for the irrigation estimates.

Two SM2RAIN experiments were carried out. The first one represents the core simulation of
this study, which covers the period ranging from January 2016 to September 2017 and exploits SMAP
at 1 km soil moisture data. The second one is an extension back to 2011 of the former analysis and
exploits remote sensing soil moisture from the SMOS at 1 km data set. Both products proved to be
skillful in detecting the irrigation signal over the pilot area [23].

3.4.1. Calibration

The calibration phase was performed over the dryland surrounding the irrigated land on the East
side (see Figure 2). It is an area mainly constituted of rainfed cropland mixed with olive groves and
shrubs, and sparse forests are also present. Over this domain, there is no irrigation; hence, the i(t)
term is equal to zero and the total amount of water entering into the soil is represented by rainfall only,
Win(t) = r(t). Equation (2) is rewritten in the following form:

Z∗
dS(t)

dt
= r(t) − g(t) − sr(t) − e(t), (3)

with Z∗ = nZ [mm] representing the water capacity of the soil layer. The drainage rate and the
soil moisture are assumed to be related through a power law equation: g(t) = aS(t)b, with a and
b drainage parameters. The rate of the surface runoff is assumed to be negligible. The actual
evapotranspiration is assumed to be equal to the potential one, ET0(t) [mm/day], limited by the
available water content: e(t) = ET0(t)S(t). The potential evapotranspiration has been calculated
according to the FAO Penman-Monteith method [24]:

ET0(t) =
0.408∆(Rn −G) + γ 900

T+273 u2(es − ea)

∆ + γ(1 + 0.34u2)
, (4)

where ∆ [kPa/◦C] is the slope of the vapor pressure curve, Rn [MJ/m2day] is the net radiation at the
crop surface, G [MJ/m2day] is the soil heat flux density, T [◦C] is the mean daily air temperature at 2 m
height, u2 [m/s] is the wind speed at 2 m height, es [kPa] is the saturation vapor pressure, ea [kPa] is the
actual vapor pressure and γ [kPa/◦C] is the psychrometric constant. Equation (4) was obtained from
the original Penman-Monteith equation [52,53] and it refers to a terrestrial surface characterized by a
standard grass crop of 12 cm height, a fixed surface resistance of 70 s/m, and a fixed albedo equal to
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0.23. All the components of Equation (4) have been derived from four fundamental meteorological
variables: the air relative humidity, the wind speed, the air temperature, and the solar radiation.
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Applying the above mentioned assumptions, Equation (3) is rewritten as:

r(t) = Z∗
dS(t)

dt
+ aS(t)b + ET0(t)S(t), (5)

and the reference SAFRAN rainfall rate can be used to calibrate the three model’s parameters: Z∗, a,
b. The calibration procedure is performed through an objective function aimed to minimize the root
mean square difference between the SM2RAIN-derived rainfall, calculated using Equation (5), and the
SAFRAN-derived benchmark rainfall. For both experiments performed, the calibration was carried out
by adopting a 5-day temporal aggregation, which proved to be the one maximizing the performances
in terms of rainfall estimation. The process provides the distributions of Z∗, a, and b over the calibration
domain; hence, the median values are used as fixed parameters for the irrigation estimate.
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3.4.2. Irrigation Estimates

The simulation step, aimed at estimating the irrigation amounts, was carried out for the selected
districts. Over the irrigated crops the total water entering into the soil was the sum of the irrigation
and rainfall rates, Win(t) = i(t) + r(t). In this step, the assumptions adopted for the surface runoff

and the drainage rate for the calibration process were still valid. The evapotranspiration, e(t), was
modeled by integrating the dual crop approach proposed in the FAO paper n. 56 [24]. According to
this model, the crop evapotranspiration was obtained from the reference potential one multiplied by
the crop coefficient, Kc [−], which describes the crop development:

e(t) = KcET0(t), (6)

in the dual crop coefficient approach, the contributions of the evaporation from bare soil and the crop
transpiration are evaluated separately by splitting the crop coefficient as the sum of two terms:

Kc = Kcb + Ke, (7)

where Kcb [−] is the basal crop coefficient, describing the plant transpiration component, and Ke [−] is
the soil water evaporation coefficient and represents the evaporation from the soil surface. In order to
take into account of stress conditions due to limited available water for the crops, Equation (7) can be
generalized in the form:

Kc = KsKcb + Ke, (8)

with Ks [−] representing the water stress coefficient. The FAO guidelines provide equations to calculate
Ks, Kcb, and Ke. The multitude of the required variables and the detailed knowledge of each single crop at
plot scale make the rigorous calculation of the parameters difficult over an extended and crop-composite
area as that of interest of this study. Hence, for each coefficient, empirical parametrizations exploiting
remotely sensed data have been developed. Optical products have proven to be useful tools for
assessing crop evolution [54]. Many authors have highlighted the linear relation existing between
Kcb and the NDVI [55–59], to cite a few. In the proposed approach, Kcb is obtained, for each irrigated
pixel, by scaling the NDVI between its maximum and a minimum value assumed equal to 0.2, thus
obtaining Kcb values ranging between 0.2 and 1. Water limitation stress is taken into account by linking
Ks with soil moisture. Defined p as a soil moisture threshold below which stress occurs, the coefficient
is calculated as:  Ks =

S(t)
p , S(t) < p

Ks = 1, S(t) ≥ p
, (9)

When the relative soil moisture is higher than the stress threshold, there is no stress (Ks = 1),
while when water content drops below the threshold value, Ks decreases linearly. For both the
experiments carried out, p has been set equal to 0.45, meaning that stress starts when the relative
surface soil moisture drops below the 45%. This threshold value was found to be the most suitable
one to reproduce the long-term irrigation magnitudes. It is noteworthy that, for both experiments,
the stress condition is not frequently reached; furthermore, the beginning of the stress is established
through a surface soil moisture threshold, but in the root zone water can still be available. According to
the FAO guidelines, Ke has an upper limit linked with the fraction of soil surface wetted and exposed,
where evaporation occurs, and with a maximum Kc value which ensures the non-exceedance of the
available energy. In this study, rather than an energy-based limitation, a water-based limitation is
assumed. The evaporation from the soil surface is formulated as follows:

Ke = (1− fc)S(t), (10)

where fc is the fraction of vegetation cover, for which the FCover data set is used. This assumption is
equivalent to state that, over the portion of bare soil of an irrigated pixel, the evaporation is limited



Remote Sens. 2020, 12, 2593 10 of 22

by the available water content. Equation (10) is consistent with the assumption made for the actual
evapotranspiration over the calibration domain, where the process has been modeled through a coarser
approach with respect to the modeling adopted over the irrigated areas since the transpiration part is
not predominant.

Over the irrigation districts, applying the above mentioned assumptions, Equation (2) can be
reformulated as follows:

Win(t) = Z∗
dS(t)

dt
+ aS(t)b + KcET0(t), (11)

where the SM2RAIN parameters are fixed to their median values resulting from the calibration step. By
solving Equation (11) it is possible to estimate the total amount of water entering into the soil at daily
time scale. Hence, the irrigation rate can be estimated by removing the rainfall rate from this amount
of water, i(t) = Win(t) − r(t). It is noteworthy that, when the i(t) term was negative, it was assumed
equal to zero. The flow chart in Figure 2 provides an overview of the whole procedure employed in
this study to estimate the irrigation amounts.

3.4.3. Assessment of the Parameters Uncertainty

For the experiment exploiting SMAP at 1 km soil moisture, an analysis of the uncertainty
due to the model parameters was carried out. The sensitivity of the results obtained to the three
SM2RAIN parameters involved in the calibration step (Z∗, a, and b) was evaluated separately from
the uncertainty linked to the soil moisture threshold, p, which determines the beginning of stress
conditions. As specified in the previous section, the irrigation estimates step was carried out by fixing
the parameters Z∗, a, and b equal to the median values of their distributions over the calibration
domain. In order to assess the model sensitivity to Z∗, a, and b, a set of alternative simulations adopting
random combinations of the parameters were performed; this process allowed us to build a confidence
interval around the main simulation presented in this study. The 25th, 50th, and 75th percentiles of the
distributions of the three SM2RAIN parameters have been chosen and combined together according to
all possible combinations. A total of 27 simulations were performed; note that they were 26 plus the
main one performed by adopting the median values of the parameters distribution, which corresponds
to considering the 50th percentile of each parameter. The evaluation of the sensitivity to the stress
threshold has been carried out by performing the main simulation (in which Z∗, a, and b are fixed to
their median values resulting from the calibration step) and varying p between 0.3 and 0.6 with steps
of 0.01. The confidence interval around the main simulation has been built through the 30 additional
simulations resulting from this procedure.

3.5. Remote Sensing and Meteorological Data Preparation

All the remotely sensed and meteorological data sets used have been resampled to the same 1 km
grid; this procedure allowed us to perform the analyses described in this study with spatially coherent
data. The coarser resolution data sets were first resampled to a 1 km regular grid through the nearest
neighbor method, then a second resampling through linear interpolation to the points of the 1 km grid
adopted in this study was performed. The data sets at 1 km resolution were only resampled to the
adopted grid through linear interpolation.

4. Results

4.1. Experiment with SMAP at 1 km Soil Moisture

4.1.1. Irrigation Estimates

In the experiment exploiting SMAP at 1 km soil moisture, the amounts of irrigation water feeding
the pilot districts during a 20-month period, from the beginning of 2016 to September 2017, were
estimated and compared with benchmark data. The calibration step, performed over the dryland
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surrounding the irrigated areas during the same temporal span of the irrigation estimate experiment,
provided the following values for Z∗, a, and b: Z∗ = 32.930 mm, a = 0.882 mm, and b = 7.704; these values
were fixed for each pixel of the irrigated domain during the irrigation estimates phase. Figure 3 shows
the time series of the estimated irrigation, spatially averaged for each district, together with reference
amounts and the spatial mean of rainfall from SAFRAN; the time series referring to Urgell, Algerri
Balaguer, and North and South Catalan and Aragonese districts were aggregated at 5 days; for the
Pinyana district, the results were aggregated monthly (in accordance to the temporal aggregation of
the benchmark data) and represented through bars. An evaluation of the performance of the proposed
method in estimating irrigation is given though the RMSE and the Pearson correlation coefficient (r),
calculated by considering aggregated values of the estimated amounts against the benchmark ones
with losses due to the irrigation efficiency taken into account. For the Urgell district, good accordance
between estimated and benchmark irrigation can be observed, even if the analysis is limited by the
missing data in the ground truth irrigation volumes. RMSE equal to 4.37 mm/5-days and r equal to 0.73
are obtained. A slightly higher RMSE, equal to 6.11 mm/5-days, was obtained over the Algerri Balaguer
district, for which r remains satisfactory (0.76). Over this area, underestimates during the peaks of
the irrigation season (from July to September) and false irrigation during the winter season were
detected. For the North Catalan and Aragonese area, the lowest r value is obtained (0.58), while a good
RMSE value, equal to 4.20 mm/5-days, can be observed. The South Catalan and Aragonese domain is
where the best overall performances were obtained, with RMSE equal to 3.04 mm/5-days and r equal
to 0.82. For the Pinyana district, even if the agreement between monthly increases and decreases of
the estimated and observed irrigation amounts was good (r = 0.81), the proposed method strongly
underestimated reference irrigation data (RMSE = 36.85 mm/month). It is noteworthy that, although
the RMSE values obtained for Pinyana and Algerri Balaguer are comparable, they have a different
origin; over the Algerri Balaguer district the error was mainly determined by slight underestimates
during the highest irrigation intensity periods together with false irrigation in winter, while over the
Pinyana district the error was mainly determined by systematic underestimates.

A comparison between the long-term magnitudes of estimated and benchmark irrigation amounts
is provided in Figure 4. For each district, the estimated irrigation amounts (black bars) are represented
together with the benchmark amounts reduced by the losses due to the irrigation efficiency (light grey
bars), representing the actual reference, and with the gross benchmark amounts (bars with dashed
edges). The differences between the estimated and benchmark long-term magnitudes are expressed by
the color of the circles above the bars; underestimates are represented in red and overestimates in blue.
Except for the Pinyana district, for which strong underestimates (–337.57 mm in 2016 and −186.75 mm
in January–September 2017) were obtained, the long-term magnitudes of real irrigation were well
reproduced by the proposed method. For the Urgell district, the Algerri Balaguer district, and the South
Catalan and Aragonese area, good agreement between simulated and observed cumulated irrigation
amounts was obtained. A slight overestimate (+80 mm) over the Urgell in 2016 can be observed.
Over the North Catalan and Aragonese area, the proposed method underestimated the real irrigation in
2016 (−116.97 mm), while good agreement can be observed during the period January–September 2017.

The spatial distribution of irrigation estimates obtained through the SM2RAIN algorithm and
cumulated for the 2016 and for the period January–September 2017 is shown in Figure 5. Even with
slightly different magnitudes, both maps show similar patterns. The Urgell district, where flood
irrigation mainly occurs, shows evenly distributed high cumulated irrigation amounts. In the Algerri
Balaguer district, a pattern of intense irrigation can be observed in its West side, corresponding to
the original extension of the district. Over the Northern and Southern partitions of the Catalan and
Aragonese district, recursive high irrigation amounts can be detected in certain areas. The estimated
irrigation was evenly scarce over the whole Pinyana district. It is noteworthy that the distributions of
the SM2RAIN-derived irrigation estimates are consistent with maps of actually irrigated areas over the
same pilot area proposed by the authors in Dari et al. [23].
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Figure 3. Time series of spatially averaged estimated irrigation amounts (black line), gross benchmark
irrigation (dark grey dashed line), benchmark irrigation with losses taken into account (light grey
shaded area), and spatially averaged rainfall from Système d’Analyse Fournissant des Renseignements
Atmosphériques à la Neige (SAFRAN) (light blue bars). For all the districts except Pinyana, the data are
aggregated at 5 days, while for Pinyana the data are monthly aggregated and represented through bars
with the same color code adopted for the other districts.
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Figure 4. Estimated and observed cumulated irrigation amounts during 2016 (on the left) and
January–September 2017 (on the right) over the pilot districts: Urgell (URG), Algerri Balaguer (AB),
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The black bars show the estimated irrigation amounts, the light grey bars are referred to the benchmark
values reduced by considering the losses due to irrigation efficiency, and the bars with dashed edges
represent the gross benchmark values. The colors of the circles indicate the differences between the
estimated and benchmark amounts.
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Figure 5. Maps of the estimated irrigation water amounts cumulated for 2016 (left side) and for the
period January–September 2017 (right side) over the pilot districts: Urgell (URG), Algerri Balaguer
(AB), North Catalan and Aragonese (NCA), South Catalan and Aragonese (SCA), and Pinyana (PIN).

Besides the irrigation estimates, it is interesting to investigate which process among those modeled
into SM2RAIN contributes the most in determining the model output. For each irrigation district,
the spatially averaged contributions to the total amount of water entering into the soil (rainfall plus
irrigation) of each term of the SM2RAIN equation are shown in Figure 6. The red shaded area is
the drainage contribution, the blue shaded area is the soil moisture variation contribution, and the
green shaded area represents the actual evapotranspiration term; the total amount of water entering
into the soil is represented by the black line. The districts-averaged rainfall rates (blue bars) and
estimated irrigation rates (magenta bars) are also shown. The pie charts represent, for each district, the
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percentages of the various contributions to the total. It is noteworthy that, while the e(t) and g(t) terms
are fluxes and are always positive contributions, the nZdS(t)/dt term represents a change in a stock,
which can be both positive or negative. In fact, in the absence of rainfall or irrigation events, the soil
moisture decreases, and thus a negative term for this component is necessary to solve the balance
and equilibrate the positive drainage and evapotranspiration terms, which represent a consumption
of the available water content in the control volume of soil. Furthermore, the soil moisture plays an
indirect role that consists of modulating the potential evapotranspiration over bare soil. For all these
reasons, the percentages of each term shown in the pie charts have been calculated only when the
nZdS(t)/dt term is positive, i.e., after rainfall or irrigation events; hence, only the direct contribution
of soil moisture variation was considered. For all of the districts, the drainage term was negligible;
it ranged between 0.2% and 0.4% of the total. This result is consistent with recent studies exploiting
coarser resolution soil moisture products [13]. The direct soil moisture variation contribution varies
between 38.5% and 45.7% of the total; for all the districts, the actual evapotranspiration term is the
predominant one, with percentages ranging between 54.0% and 61.1% of the total.
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Figure 6. 5-day aggregated time series of the contributions of the drainage, g(t), of the soil moisture
variation, nZdS(t)/dt, and of the actual evapotranspiration, e(t), to the total SM2RAIN-derived amount
of water entering into the soil, Win(t). Rainfall rates from SAFRAN and the estimated irrigation rates
are also shown (bar charts). All the data are spatially averaged over the related districts. The pie charts
show the percentages of each contribution to the total, calculated when the soil moisture variation
is positive.
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4.1.2. Estimate of the Model Parameters Uncertainty

The main results of the assessment of the uncertainty due to the SM2RAIN parameters Z∗, a,
and b are shown in Figure 7. For each district, the 10-day aggregated spatial mean of the irrigation
amounts estimated through the main simulation described in the preceding section by adopting fixed
parameters equal to the median values of their distributions is represented through the black line.
The 26 additional simulations obtained through the random combination of the 25th, 50th, and 75th
percentiles of each parameter distribution are represented in light grey; the additional simulations
allow to build a confidence interval useful to assess how much the proposed irrigation estimates are
sensitive to the SM2RAIN model parameters Z∗, a, and b. The amplitude of the confidence interval
is expressed by the upper horizontal bar. Over each selected district, during the highest irrigation
intensity periods, i.e., from May to September 2016 and 2017, the amplitude of the confidence interval
was very small (less than 2–3 mm/10-days). Outside these time intervals, an increase up to a maximum
reached at the end of 2016 can be observed. The maximum detectable amplitude varied between
7.1 mm/10-days (for the Algerri Balaguer district) and 9.7 mm/10-days (for the Pinyana district).
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An additional parameter is involved in the irrigation estimate phase, p. It represents the soil
moisture threshold determining the beginning of stress conditions. The results of the assessment
of the sensitivity to this parameter are provided in Figure 8. The black line represents the 10-day
aggregated spatial mean of estimated irrigation for each pilot district through the main simulation;
the 30 additional simulations, obtained by varying the p value between 0.3 and 0.6 with steps of
0.01, are represented in light grey. The amplitude of the resulting confidence interval is expressed by
the upper horizontal bar. Conversely, from the results on the model’s sensitivity to Z∗, a, and b, the
uncertainties linked to p were mainly observed during the highest irrigation intensity periods. This is
an expected result, as the p parameter affects the crop evapotranspiration. The maximum amplitudes
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of the confidence interval were detected in the summer 2017 and range between 11.1 mm/10-days
(for the Pinyana district) and 14.7 mm/10-days (for the South Catalan and Aragonese district).
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4.2. Experiment with SMOS at 1 km Soil Moisture

An alternative experiment exploiting remotely sensed soil moisture from the SMOS at 1 km data
set, performed by adopting the same flow chart described for the experiment with the SMAP at 1 km
data set, has been carried out. The longer time series available for this data set allowed the irrigation
estimates to be extended back to 2011. Both DISPATCH downscaled products proved to be able to
detect the irrigation signal over the pilot area [23]; hence, the SMOS experiment has a dual objective,
i.e., to compare the performances of the two considered products during the period covered by both
the experiments (from January 2016 to September 2017) and to estimate yearly cumulated irrigation
amounts before 2016. The calibration step, performed like the SMAP-based one by minimizing the root
mean square difference between the SM2RAIN-derived rainfall and the rainfall rate from SAFRAN
over the selected non-irrigated area, provides the following results: Z∗ = 22.896 mm, a = 13.770 mm
and b = 3.864.

The results of the irrigation estimate are shown in Figure 9, where, for each district, the cumulated
irrigation amounts estimated with SMOS at 1 km data set (orange bars) and SMAP at 1 km data set
(black bars) are represented together with the benchmark values reduced by considering the losses due
to irrigation efficiency (light grey bars) and with the gross benchmark values (bars with dashed edges).
The colors of the circles above the bars express the magnitude of underestimates (red) or overestimates
(blue) deductible from the differences between estimated irrigation amounts referred to the SMOS
experiment and the actual benchmark.
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Ocean Salinity (SMOS) at 1 km data set (orange bars) and through experiment exploiting Soil Moisture
Active Passive (SMAP) at 1 km data set (black bars) against benchmark values reduced by considering
the losses due to irrigation efficiency (light grey bars) and gross benchmark values (bars with dashed
edges). The colors of the circles indicate the differences between the SMOS-derived estimates and the
benchmark amounts.

For the Catalan and Araganose district (both its Northern and Southern partitions) and the Pinyana
district, the experiments provided comparable long-term magnitudes of estimated irrigation amounts.
It is noteworthy that, over North and South Catalan and Aragonese districts, the SMOS experiment
even slightly enhanced the performances obtained with the SMAP experiment. Over the Urgell district
and the Algerri Balaguer district, the SMOS experiment produced lower irrigation estimates with
respect to the SMAP experiment. This issue can be explained by sources of radio-frequency interference
(RFI) detected in these districts since mid-2016 and already pointed out in Dari et al. [23]. In the case
of RFI problems, the worst performances of SMOS with respect to SMAP, designed with a RFI filter
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onboard, are a known issue [60]. Regarding the performances in reproducing the actually-occurring
irrigation obtained through the SMOS experiment, the magnitudes of estimated irrigation amounts
are generally consistent with the benchmark. It is noteworthy that it has not been possible to collect
benchmark data referred to the period 2011–2015 for the Pinyana district. However, the similitudes
of the magnitudes obtained to the SMAP experiment suggest that real irrigation in this district is
confirmed to not be well reproduced by the proposed method. Over the Urgell and the Algerri
Balaguer districts, the SMOS soil moisture-derived irrigation estimates adequately reproduced the
observed irrigation amounts until 2016, when the abovementioned RFI problems began. Significant
underestimates (up to −185.93 mm) were obtained over the Northern partition of the Catalan and
Aragonese district during the period 2013–2015. This issue was not detected for the Southern partition
of the district, over which the irrigation that actually occurred was always well reproduced by the
experiment exploiting the SMOS at 1 km data set.

5. Discussion

In this study, a method able to reproduce the irrigation amounts that actually occurred over a
semi-arid region through high-resolution soil moisture products is proposed. The pilot area, rich in
terms of irrigation data, allowed the robustness of the method to be assessed.

The proposed analysis closes the gap between the potential of coarse resolution remote sensing
soil moisture data to detect irrigation and the need of high-resolution products to solve the small-scale
irrigation signal, thus adequately estimating irrigation, already pointed out in previous studies [12,15].

The method performs well in estimating the irrigation that actually occurred over four of the five
pilot districts, despite the slightly different results. Where the method performs well, not only were the
long-terms magnitudes adequately reproduced, but the irrigation timing was too. In fact, the RMSE
remained low, varying between 3.04 mm/5-days for the Southern part of the Catalan and Aragonese
district and 6.11 mm/5-days for the Algerri Balaguer district, while the correlation ranged between 0.58
for the Northern partition of the Catalan and Aragonese district and 0.82 of its Southern partition. It is
interesting to note that non-negligible irrigation events that occurred in the winter 2016 over the North
Catalan and Aragonese area are reproduced by the proposed method. During the same period, small
irrigation events not reflected in the benchmark data can be detected over the Algerri Balaguer; these
events can be false irrigation alarms produced by SM2RAIN or real irrigation water supplied with a
certain delay with respect to the time when it has been pumped from the river. In fact, the district is
equipped with three reservoirs that can furnish water to the crops later than when the same water is
pumped to the district. This issue can also explain the underestimates during the summer; the water
pumped to the district was used as the reference real irrigation, but it may happen that a part of it is
immediately sent to the crops and another part is stored in reservoirs and dispensed later. In addition,
delays between the pumping of water to the district and the water supply to the crops may negatively
affect the RMSE and r values obtained for the Algerri Balaguer district.

The unsatisfactory performances in estimating irrigation events over the Pinyana district can be
attributed to several complementary causes, such as a “contamination” by an adjacent non-irrigated
area, as well as uncertainties associated to the benchmark irrigation volumes. In fact, the Pinyana
irrigation system is the most ancient one among those examined in this study and it is possible that the
actual losses due to the distribution efficiency are higher than supposed. This study also highlights the
importance of a correct representation of the evapotranspiration process when the SM2RAIN method is
applied over a semi-arid region, as already pointed out by Jalilvand et al. [13]. The evapotranspiration
term plays the leading role in determining the total amount of water entering the soil according to the
SM2RAIN equation, higher than the direct contribution of soil moisture. However, soil moisture also
plays an indirect role in evapotranspiration estimation, whose effects are difficult to quantitatively
estimated. Indeed, in the proposed water-limited approach, the soil moisture modulates the potential
evapotranspiration over the portions of irrigated pixels not covered by vegetation and regulates the
stress conditions due to water scarcity.
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The assessment of the uncertainties linked to the SM2RAIN parameters show that irrigation
estimates are scarcely affected by variations of the model’s parameters Z∗, a, and b. In fact, when
irrigation mainly occurs, the amplitude of the confidence interval around the main simulation obtained
in the SMAP experiment reaches its minimum values. Conversely, larger amplitudes were detected
at the end of 2016. The analysis of the uncertainties linked to the p parameter revealed meaningful
sensitivity of the SMAP-derived irrigation estimates when irrigation mainly occurs, as this parameter
affects the crop evapotranspiration process. In the FAO model, stress conditions are considered by
determining the fraction of the total available water for crops, namely the water in the root zone,
which is derived by tables with reference values for each crop. A fraction equal to 0.5 is adopted for
many crops. In the proposed parametrization, the stress condition is taken into account on the basis
of a surface soil moisture threshold. Hence, the entire water profile into the soil is not considered.
In addition, the threshold is static in space and time. The building of a dynamic representation both in
space and time for p, in which the parameter varies for different crops and in time, is among the future
perspectives of this study.

6. Conclusions

This study highlights the capability to estimate the amounts of water actually applied for irrigation
practices by forcing the SM2RAIN algorithm with DISPATCH downscaled high-resolution soil moisture.
In order to do this, detailed modeling of the crop evapotranspiration according to the FAO method
was included in the algorithm. On the basis of the results discussed above, the following conclusions
can be drawn:

1. the proposed method is able to quantitatively estimate the irrigation that actually occurred over
the study area, at least for four of the five irrigation districts considered;

2. the method proved to be suitable not only to estimate the long-term irrigation magnitudes, but
also to represent the spatial distribution and the timing of irrigation events;

3. over semi-arid regions, the evapotranspiration process plays the leading role in determining the
total amount of water entering into the soil according to the SM2RAIN equation if compared to
the direct contribution of soil moisture, which, however, plays additional indirect roles;

4. the method presented in this study is less sensitive to the SM2RAIN parameters Z∗, a, and b when
irrigation mainly occurs. Conversely, uncertainties linked to the p parameter are at maximum
during the highest irrigation intensity periods;

5. the comparable performances of the DISPATCH downscaled SMAP and SMOS data sets in
detecting the irrigation signal over the pilot area ensure the reliability of the extension back to
2011, thus allowing the quantitative estimation of irrigation for a 7 year period.

The results obtained ensure the robustness of the proposed methodology. Future perspectives of
this study are mainly represented by the extension of the considered spatial scale for the irrigation
estimates (e.g., to the country scale) and by testing different high-resolution soil moisture products
(e.g., from Sentinel-1).
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