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Abstract: The presence of salinity and sodicity in the root zone can limit root development and
impact crop yield. Topsoil constraints are likely to have the greatest impact on crop growth early
in the growing season, when plant roots are still shallow. Later in the growing season, subsoil
constraints may have a greater impact as roots reach deeper into the soil. This study investigated
whether different patterns of spatial variation in crop growth would be evident in remote sensing
data captured from different stages of the growing season, with the aim of providing a means of
indicating whether soil constraints in the topsoil and in the subsoil might be impacting crop growth.
If a topsoil constraint is impacting growth, we might expect its effects to show through a negative
correlation between the soil constraint and the early-season vegetation index. However, we would
not expect to observe the impact of a subsoil constraint until later in the season (when roots have
reached the constraint). To test the results from the analysis of remote sensing data, we used soil
data from five fields from across Australia’s northern grains-growing region. We used these data to
assess soil constraint severity and correlations between the soil constraints and enhanced vegetation
index (EVI). The results of the study were inconclusive, and it was difficult to identify a dominant
soil constraint with a clear relationship to crop growth. The soil data were also insufficient to draw
conclusions about the depths of any dominant soil constraints. Furthermore, there was a lot of
subjectivity in the interpretations of the correlations between remote sensing and soil data. The study
also investigated the consistency of the spatial variation in EVI over multiple years, but the results
were still inconclusive. In conclusion, this study highlights the challenges of using remote sensing
data to diagnose soil constraints in agricultural settings. While remote sensing can provide useful
insights into crop growth, interpreting these data and drawing meaningful conclusions about soil
constraints requires further research and development.

Keywords: soil constraints; EVI; vegetation index consistency; topsoil; subsoil; soil constraints
severity; soil constraints severity index

1. Introduction

Soil constraints are limiting factors affecting crop growth and negatively impacting
worldwide agricultural production. It has been estimated that 76% of soils globally and
77% of those in Australia have single or multiple soil constraints [1]. In a large portion of a
grains-growing region of eastern Australia, the major constraints that hinder agricultural
productivity are linked to the salt levels in the soil, specifically salinity and sodicity [2].
For example, recent studies have estimated that 68% of wheat farmland in Australia is
constrained by sodicity and 24% by salinity [3].

Soil salinity is characterized by a high quantity of soluble salts present in the soil
solution [4,5], whereas soil sodicity is indicated by a high concentration of sodium ions
(Na+) in the soil cation exchange complex (CEC) [6]. In general, plants can benefit from
a moderate amount of soluble salt or sodium ions. However, excessive amounts of these
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elements can have detrimental effects on the soil, deteriorating soil structure, which can
restrict soil water infiltration and storage [4,7–9]. Moreover, the excess of soluble salt or
sodium ions may adversely affect soil function, limiting the plant root’s ability to access
stored water and nutrients, impacting crop growth and causing yield decrease [4,6,7,10].

The salinity and sodicity severity can be distributed differently across regions. Moreover,
the severity can also vary at a small scale across a field and within the soil profile. For
example, in Australia, many studies find that salinity increases with profile depth [11–13].
This variability for both topsoil and subsoil may contribute to crop yield variation. However,
it is not easy to evaluate the contribution of salinity and sodicity in different layers to crop
growth. Therefore, many studies only assess topsoil and subsoil constraints’ contribution
to crop yield separately [14,15].

The crop’s root-zone condition plays a vital role in crop growth. The presence of
salinity and sodicity around the root zone possibly limits root developments, impacting
crop yield [16]. As the plant grows, the roots reach deeper soil layers to exploit more water
and nutrients. Early in the growing season, when the plant roots are still shallow, topsoil
constraints would have the most potential to affect crop growth. Later in the growing
season, when the plant roots have reached deeper, subsoil constraints would have the
potential to impact crop growth.

Crop growth from emergence to maturity can be monitored and assessed using remote
sensing data. In particular, the Landsat series of satellites offer the spatial and temporal
resolution—Landsat 5, 7 and 8, with 30 m pixel sizes and with repeat intervals of 16 days
and long periods of two satellites in operation simultaneously—to investigate changes in
the within-field variation in crop growth through the growing season for the large broadacre
cropping fields common in Australia’s grains-growing regions. The data can be used to calcu-
late vegetation indices representing vegetation greenness and density [3,17–25]. This study
used the enhanced vegetation index (EVI) [26], one of the several indices that was found to
give a reasonable representation of within-field yield variation in the study area [27–29] to
represent vegetation density for each growth stage from emergence to maturity.

This study investigated whether different patterns of spatial variation in crop growth
would be evident in remote sensing data captured from different stages of the growing
season, with the aim of providing an approach to indicate whether soil constraints in the
topsoil or in the subsoil might be impacting crop growth. Existing datasets from five fields
in the study region were analyzed, with soil data from across these fields compared with the
remote sensing data. The aim in this study was to investigate whether this kind of analysis
would be able to provide insights into how soil constraints might be impacting growth,
and therefore whether similar analyses might be more broadly applicable. Therefore, the
hypotheses in this study are as follows:

1. If a topsoil constraint is impacting growth, we might expect its effects to show through
a negative correlation between the soil constraint and the early-season EVI.

2. We would not expect an impact of a subsoil constraint until later in the season
(when roots have reached the constraint); therefore, subsoil constraints might show
effects through negative correlations between the soil data and EVI from later in the
growing season.

3. We investigated whether data from the five fields provide any support for these
hypotheses, and therefore whether the type of analysis applied here might be more
broadly applicable for diagnosing the depth of soil constraints impacting crop growth.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

The study area is located in the northern grains-growing region of Australia (as defined
previously by the Grains Research and Development Corporation, GRDC), encompassing
the central and southern areas of Queensland and the northern parts of New South Wales
(Figure 1). The study concentrates on winter crops, predominantly wheat (and also barley)
that is typically sown between April and July and harvested from September to December.
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Furthermore, during summer, with limited cropped years, sorghum is dominant [30]. The
region experiences a semi-arid climate and is mainly utilized for winter grains cropping,
with wheat being the predominant crop. In this study, data were collected from five dryland
cropping fields located in the region and selected in earlier work [7,14,19,30–32] when soil
sampling was conducted. The five fields range from 10 to 200 ha with elevation ranging
from 190 to 320 m above sea level (3–15 m in-field topographic difference; 8.6 m for Field 1,
8.2 m for Field 2, 14.7 m for Field 3, 3.7 m for Field 4, 7.3 m for Field 5) [30]. Generally, the
soils in this region are composed mainly of cracking clay soils (Vertosols) [6,14,19,30,32–34],
with lesser occurrences of Sodosols [35] and Chromosols [36]. Specifically, the five selected
fields are dominated by Vertosols.
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Figure 1. The study area in Australia’s northern grains-growing region, and location of the five fields
considered in this analysis.

2.2. Datasets and Pre-Processing
2.2.1. Satellite Data

The study utilized satellite imagery with a 30 m pixel resolution from Landsat-5 The-
matic Mapper (TM), Landsat-7 Enhanced Thematic Mapper Plus (ETM+), and Landsat-8
Operational Land Imager (OLI), collected between 1999 and 2019. The surface reflectance
was derived [37], and cloud and cloud shadow were removed using the Fmask algo-
rithm [38]. The data from three bands of each satellite were used, namely blue, red, and
near-infrared (NIR) of the electromagnetic spectrum, to compute the enhanced vegetation
index (EVI, Equation (1)) [39], a parameter previously utilized in previous work [27–29]
and proven to be reasonably correlated with crop yields in the study region. Imagery
from between 1 April and 15 December was included, to span the winter cropping growth
period in the region, and each image clipped to the field boundary. Only images with
data covering at least 75% of the pixels of the field area were included. Incomplete images
resulted from either (i) partial cloud coverage or (ii) the ‘SLC (Scan Line Corrector)-off’
problem with Landsat 7. To fill in gaps in incomplete images with ≥75% field coverage,
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we applied regression kriging as follows. First, the image (from the same season as the
incomplete image) with the highest correlation to the incomplete image was selected as
the covariate (provided it covered the missing pixels). Then, a linear model was applied
to predict the missing pixels before the residuals from this linear model were kriged and
added to the linear function to give the fill values. For each field, the resulting dataset
consisted of a set of complete EVI rasters for multiple dates within each growing season
from 1999 to 2019. To give EVI data representative of each of the four stages of the season
(see Section 2.3.1), we temporally interpolated EVI to give a daily stack of EVI rasters,
before aggregating the daily data to extract the mean EVI for each of the four stages.

EVI =
2.5 (NIR − Red)

(NIR + 6 × Red − 7.5 × Blue + 1)
(1)

2.2.2. Soil Constraint Data and Severity Index

In the analysis, we took into account the soil constraint data (Table 1) that were
gathered in a previous work, where the sampling was carried out using a stratified random
design, based on a preliminary electromagnetic induction survey, resulting in reasonably
distributed locations [30]. We assumed the soil constraints were temporally stable over
time from 1999 to 2019; that is, the spatial variation in soil constraints within the field when
it was sampled in 2009 was reasonably similar to the spatial variation in those constraints
over the whole considered period (1999–2019), although we acknowledge that this was
not checked by resampling the soil in the field. Thus, in this analysis, we used one set
of soil constraint measurements taken between April and May 2009 from eight to twelve
sampled soil cores per field [30]. Each sampled core was split into eight depth intervals,
and data from four of these depths are considered here: 0–10 cm, 30–50 cm, 70–90 cm, and
110–130 cm. The samples were dried at 40 ◦C in a forced-draught oven and ground to pass
through a <2 mm sieve [30]. Two variables representing soil constraints, ESP (exchangeable
sodium percentage) and ECse (electrical conductivity of a saturated paste extract, were
used in this analysis. ESP indicates soil sodicity and possible dispersion effects, while ECse
represents soil salinity. The ESP was calculated based on the ratio of exchangeable Na to
CEC, determined using 1 M NH4Cl extracting solution. In the meantime, the ECse was
calculated using the EC1:5 with the Cl and clay content [5]. Within fields, the sampled
profiles exhibited significant variation in terms of these soil constraints.

To allow some comparison of different soil constraints in terms of their expected
impacts on crop growth, the soil constraints dataset was converted to severity indices based
on wheat crop tolerant limits. A study by Page et al. (2021) reviewed literature on the
tolerance limits of different crops to different soil constraints, and compiled tolerance limits
for potential and severe impacts of soil constraints [40] (Table 2); we applied these tolerance
limits to calculate a severity index as follows. We gave the index of 1 to a soil constraint
causing potential yield loss (according to the literature-derived values given in the second
column of Table 2) and the index of 2 to a soil constraint causing severe yield loss (the third
column of Table 2). We assumed an ‘extreme’ severity (giving the maximum index of 3)
at twice the value of the ‘severe’ impacts, and ‘no constraints’ (a severity index of 0) at
a value 0. In between the tolerance limits presented in Table 2, linear interpolation was
applied to give a severity index (e.g., a measured value of subsoil ESP of 30% would give a
severity index of 2.5). The final three columns of Table 1 give the summary of the resulting
soil constraints severity index applied for the data in each of the five fields. The combined
index is the maximum of the two individual severity indices for each sampled soil profile
and depth, which we used as a way of investigating whether remote sensing will be able to
reveal something about the depth of a dominant soil constraint.



Remote Sens. 2023, 15, 3527 5 of 19

Table 1. Mean values (min, max) of soil properties and soil constraints severity index for each of the
five fields in the study area.

Soil Depth Soil Constraints Data Soil Constraints Severity Index
ECse (dS/m) ESP (%) ECse ESP Combined

Field 1
0.05 0.60 (0.42, 0.79) 5.5 (2.9, 6.9) 0.20 (0.14, 0.26) 0.9 (0.5, 1.1) 0.90 (0.48, 1.10)
0.40 2.19 (1.08, 4.57) 15.5 (11.8, 21.4) 0.69 (0.36, 1.31) 1.2 (0.8, 2.1) 1.20 (0.79, 2.07)
0.80 10.76 (6.31, 18.76) 21.9 (18.7, 27.3) 2.28 (1.66, 3.00) 2.1 (1.7, 2.4) 2.40 (1.92, 3.00)
1.20 12.44 (9.20, 21.58) 21.7 (16.5, 25.0) 2.48 (2.15, 3.00) 2.0 (1.3, 2.2) 2.50 (2.15, 3.00)

Field 2
0.05 0.59 (0.41, 1.03) 3.5 (1.6, 5.0) 0.17 (0.14, 0.23) 0.5 (0.3, 0.8) 0.50 (0.27, 0.82)
0.40 1.97 (1.28, 3.18) 13.1 (9.9, 17.3) 0.63 (0.43, 1.04) 0.9 (0.7, 1.3) 0.90 (0.66, 1.34)
0.80 8.13 (4.80, 18.01) 22.4 (19.1, 27.4) 1.90 (1.36, 3.00) 2.1 (1.8, 2.4) 2.20 (1.82, 3.00)
1.20 9.28 (6.62, 12.16) 23.7 (20.3, 28.5) 2.16 (1.72, 2.52) 2.2 (2.0, 2.4) 2.30 (2.06, 2.52)

Field 3
0.05 0.44 (0.31, 0.59) 1.1 (0.4, 1.9) 0.15 (0.10, 0.20) 0.2 (0.1, 0.3) 0.20 (0.10, 0.32)
0.40 0.52 (0.24, 0.76) 4.8 (0.6, 11.0) 0.17 (0.08, 0.25) 0.3 (0.0, 0.7) 0.30 (0.08, 0.73)
0.80 1.19 (0.43, 1.96) 10.3 (0.4, 17.4) 0.40 (0.14, 0.65) 0.7 (0.0, 1.5) 0.70 (0.14, 1.48)
1.20 2.81 (0.58, 5.10) 13.9 (0.2, 20.6) 0.86 (0.19, 1.42) 1.1 (0.0, 2.0) 1.20 (0.19, 2.03)

Field 4
0.05 2.71 (0.40, 7.92) 5.8 (2.3, 11.2) 0.80 (0.13, 1.98) 0.9 (0.4, 1.6) 1.00 (0.45, 1.98)
0.40 10.43 (1.32, 21.78) 16.1 (5.0, 27.9) 2.03 (0.44, 3.00) 1.3 (0.3, 2.4) 2.10 (0.97, 3.00)
0.80 20.50 (13.06, 26.38) 22.1 (15.3, 28.4) 2.95 (2.63, 3.00) 2.0 (1.1, 2.4) 3.00 (2.63, 3.00)
1.20 20.05 (15.46, 23.56) 25.2 (17.7, 32.0) 2.99 (2.93, 3.00) 2.2 (1.5, 2.6) 3.00 (2.93, 3.00)

Field 5
0.05 0.72 (0.34, 1.32) 8.2 (3.0, 12.0) 0.24 (0.11, 0.44) 1.2 (0.5, 1.7) 1.20 (0.50, 1.67)
0.40 2.60 (0.93, 4.43) 20.4 (15.0, 28.1) 0.83 (0.31, 1.29) 1.8 (1.0, 2.4) 1.80 (1.00, 2.41)
0.80 5.67 (3.77, 8.68) 29.0 (20.1, 45.8) 1.53 (1.15, 2.08) 2.4 (2.0, 3.0) 2.40 (2.00, 3.00)
1.20 6.35 (4.78, 8.12) 36.5 (25.1, 48.7) 1.67 (1.36, 2.01) 2.8 (2.3, 3.0) 2.80 (2.26, 3.00)

Table 2. Soil constraints’ tolerance limits with severity indices of 0 (no constraint), 1 (potential
constraint), 2 (severe constraint) and 3 (extreme constraint).

No Constraint (0) Potential (1) Severe (2) Extreme (3)

ECse 0 dS/m 3 dS/m 8 dS/m 16 dS/m

Topsoil ESP 0% 6% 15% 30%

Subsoil ESP 0% 15% 20% 40%

2.3. Initial Data Processing Methods
2.3.1. Dividing Crop Growth into Several Stages

This study examined the remote sensing data to assess topsoil and subsoil constraints
in different crop growth stages. The stages were divided based on the estimated time
when roots reached certain depths, including 30 cm (1st stage), 60 cm (2nd stage), 90 cm
(3rd stage), and 120 cm (4th stage). During the first six weeks after planting, wheat roots
grow up to 30 cm depth, then speed up to grow 1.25 cm per day [41,42]. Based on this,
we assumed that wheat roots would reach 30 cm 42 days after planting (1st stage), 60 cm
66 days after planting (2nd stage), 90 cm 90 days after planting (3rd stage), and a depth of
1.2 m 114 days after planting (4th stage; Figure 2).

Based on the analysis of data (not shown) where the planting dates were known, the
planting of a wheat crop in the region occurs around 100 days before the peak EVI (which
corresponds with the greatest biomass period). Therefore, relative to the peak EVI, the
date representing the 1st stage is centered around 58 days before the peak, the 2nd stage is
around 34 days before the peak, the 3rd stage is around ten days before the peak, and the
4th stage is around 14 days after the peak. With 24-day windows representing each stage
(12 days before and after the nominal date), the 1st stage is represented by the average EVI
from imagery between 70 and 47 days before peak EVI, the 2nd stage from imagery from 46
to 23 days before peak EVI, the 3rd stage from imagery from 22 days before peak EVI until
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2 days after peak EVI, and the 4th stage from imagery from 3 to 26 days after peak EVI
(Figure 2). Thus, as described earlier in Section 2.2.1, the Landsat data were interpolated
to a daily time step before aggregation to represent each of the four stages, resulting in
four images of each field from each growing season from 1999 to 2019. Table 3 shows the
date ranges representing each of the four stages, the expected root depth at this stage of
the season, and the sampled depth from our dataset selected to represent constraints at
that depth. A sampled soil depth of 0–10 cm was taken to represent the 1st stage (when
roots might be expected to reach 30 cm depth), a soil depth of 30–50 cm to represent the
2nd stage (when roots reach 60 cm depth), a soil depth of 70–90 cm to represent the 3rd
stage (when roots reach 90 cm depth), and soil depth of 110–130 cm to represent the 4th
stage (when roots reach 120 cm depth).
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Table 3. Stages details.

Stages Dates Relative to Peak Dates Relative to Planting Date Expected
Root Depth

Representative
Sampled Depth

1st 70–47 days before peak 30–53 days after planting 30 cm 0–10 cm

2nd 46–23 days before peak 54–77 days after planting 60 cm 30–50 cm

3rd 22 days before peak–2 days after peak 78–102 days after planting 90 cm 70–90 cm

4th 3–26 days after peak 103–126 days after planting 120 cm 110–130 cm

2.3.2. Detecting Years to Be Included in the Ensuing Analysis

This analysis involved remote sensing data collected from 1999 to 2019. However,
it would not be appropriate to utilize the remote sensing from all years in the analysis
(concerning soil constraints). Some years may not have had crops planted (in growing
seasons with limited ICR (In Crop Rainfall; it is common for growers to decide not to plant
crops to avoid crop failure), while for other years, the remote sensing data may not have
been enough to provide a confident spatial representation of crop growth and yield. Since
we aimed to provide a means of analysis based on the remote sensing data, we defined
a series of heuristics to detect the years included in the subsequent analysis. For each
field, we calculated the field-median EVI for all available dates of imagery to compile a
time series of field-median EVI for each year and checked that (i) there were at least five
available dates in a certain year, (ii) the maximum field median EVI in a year was greater
than 0.25, (iii) the maximum field-median EVI was between mid-June until the end of
October (indicative of the peak biomass for a winter crop), (iv) the field-median EVI both
before and after the time of the peak was at some point less than half of the maximum
field-median EVI (an indication of a reasonably pronounced growth curve), and (v) the data
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from a growing season spanned a minimum of 120 days. In addition to these heuristics, we
looked for evidence of spatially differential management in the imagery and excluded any
seasons where such evidence was found. We only used data from fields that were managed
uniformly to ensure that any spatial differences in crop growth were predominantly due to
soil spatial variability rather than differential management.

2.4. Statistical Analysis Methods
2.4.1. Soil Constraints Severity and Vegetation Index Correlation

As an initial analysis, we used correlation analysis to investigate the general relation-
ship between soil constraint and yield. In this analysis, we used the soil constraints severity
index (combination of soil sodicity and salinity severity, see Section 2.2.2) to represent soil
constraints and average EVI to represent the yield. The average EVI value was extracted
from a single pixel where the soil sample was located. It is generated for a given stage
over all the years (see Section 2.2.1). The soil constraint severity index is generated for four
different sample depths (according to the depth where roots would be expected at the given
stage) in each profile. Therefore, correlation values were examined between the average
EVI and soil constraints severity index in different profiles (but at the same depth). In
addition, we also calculate the correlation between each depth of soil constraints’ severity
to the peak stage EVI, aiming to check whether soil constraints at other depths influences
vegetation growth, especially during the peak biomass period.

2.4.2. Within-Field Variation in Soil Constraint Severity

The variation in the severity of soil constraints for a certain soil depth across a field
should give an indication of the spatial variation that could be expected in their impact on
crop growth. If there is little variation in severity for a given soil depth, we might expect
little variation in crop growth (due to these constraints) at the stage of the season when
roots would be expected to encounter these constraints. Meanwhile, if there is a large
amount of variation in severity for a given soil depth, we might expect variation in growth
at the stage of the season when roots would be at this soil depth. We used box plots to
assess this variation in soil constraint severity, and therefore to indicate the potential of
an analysis of remote sensing data (from a given stage) to show variation related to soil
constraints data (from the corresponding soil depth).

2.4.3. Soil Constraints and Vegetation Index Correlation

Aside from the correlation analysis between soil constraint severity and average EVI,
we also investigated simple relationships between individual soil constraints’ indicators
and average EVI. The concept is similar to the correlation based on the soil constraints
severity index (Section 2.4.1), where the correlations were assessed between four soil depths
of individual soil constraints and the average EVI from relevant stages. These correlations
were assessed for each field in turn, to investigate the within-field variation.

3. Results

The overall correlation between the soil constraints severity index and average EVI
(from the corresponding stage of the season) showed a negative relationship. It is shown
from the negative r values for almost every depth in each field, especially topsoil, until a
depth of 70–90 cm (Table 4). The r values varied between −0.10 and −0.75. Even though
the p-values are mostly not statistically significant, the negative values of the correlation at
least aligned with the general concept where the more severe the soil constraints, the lower
the average EVI.
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Table 4. Correlations between soil constraint severity index for the four sampled soil depths and the
EVI from the relevant stage.

Sampled Soil Depth Statistics Field 1 Field 2 Field 3 Field 4 Field 5

0–10 cm
r −0.10 −0.52 −0.74 −0.13 −0.43

p-value 0.81 0.23 0.01 0.71 0.21

30–50 cm
r −0.75 −0.43 −0.67 −0.27 0.00

p-value 0.02 0.33 0.02 0.46 0.97

70–90 cm
r −0.25 −0.31 −0.70 −0.32 −0.43

p-value 0.51 0.50 0.01 0.38 0.22

110–130 cm
r 0.57 0.16 −0.72 0.08 0.16

p-value 0.11 0.74 0.01 0.82 0.67

For more detailed assessment, we investigated soil constraints severity index variation
in different soil depths and correlations between individual soil constraint indicators to
average the EVI of each soil sample location in different years. Field 1 showed very limited
variation in the soil constraint severity index at the depth 0–10 cm and showed some
variation at other depths (Figure 3a). This result suggests that it would be unlikely that
variation in growth would be related to variation in topsoil constraints. This variation
interpretation is also supported by the correlations between the individual constraints
(ECse and ESP) and EVI from the 1st stage, which also showed no correlation (Figure 3b).
However, some soil constraints’ severity variation was evident from the 30–50 cm sampled
soil depth, which also correlated with 2nd stage EVI (r = −0.75; Table 4). Individual soil
constraints (particularly ECse) from the 30–50 cm sampled soil depth also showed strong
negative correlations with the 2nd stage EVI. The strongest correlation (r = −0.89) was
between ECse at a depth of 30–50 cm and the average EVI during the 2nd stage (when roots
might be expected to reach a depth of around 30–60 cm).

Remote Sens. 2023, 15, x FOR PEER REVIEW 8 of 20 
 

 

3. Results 
The overall correlation between the soil constraints severity index and average EVI 

(from the corresponding stage of the season) showed a negative relationship. It is shown 
from the negative r values for almost every depth in each field, especially topsoil, until a 
depth of 70–90 cm (Table 4). The r values varied between −0.10 and −0.75. Even though the 
p-values are mostly not statistically significant, the negative values of the correlation at 
least aligned with the general concept where the more severe the soil constraints, the lower 
the average EVI. 

Table 4. Correlations between soil constraint severity index for the four sampled soil depths and the 
EVI from the relevant stage. 

Sampled Soil 
Depth Statistics Field 1 Field 2 Field 3 Field 4 Field 5 

0–10 cm 
r −0.10 −0.52 −0.74 −0.13 −0.43 

p-val 0.81 0.23 0.01 0.71 0.21 

30–50 cm 
r −0.75 −0.43 −0.67 −0.27 0.00 

p-val 0.02 0.33 0.02 0.46 0.97 

70–90 cm 
r −0.25 −0.31 −0.70 −0.32 −0.43 

p-val 0.51 0.50 0.01 0.38 0.22 

110–130 cm 
r 0.57 0.16 −0.72 0.08 0.16 

p-val 0.11 0.74 0.01 0.82 0.67 

For more detailed assessment, we investigated soil constraints severity index 
variation in different soil depths and correlations between individual soil constraint 
indicators to average the EVI of each soil sample location in different years. Field 1 showed 
very limited variation in the soil constraint severity index at the depth 0–10 cm and 
showed some variation at other depths (Figure 3a). This result suggests that it would be 
unlikely that variation in growth would be related to variation in topsoil constraints. This 
variation interpretation is also supported by the correlations between the individual 
constraints (ECse and ESP) and EVI from the 1st stage, which also showed no correlation 
(Figure 3b). However, some soil constraints’ severity variation was evident from the 30–
50 cm sampled soil depth, which also correlated with 2nd stage EVI (r = −0.75; Table 4). 
Individual soil constraints (particularly ECse) from the 30–50 cm sampled soil depth also 
showed strong negative correlations with the 2nd stage EVI. The strongest correlation (r 
= −0.89) was between ECse at a depth of 30–50 cm and the average EVI during the 2nd 
stage (when roots might be expected to reach a depth of around 30–60 cm). 

  

(a) (b) 

Figure 3. (a) Within-field variation in soil constraint severity in Field 1; (b) correlation between soil 
constraint and average EVI in Field 1. 

Figure 3. (a) Within-field variation in soil constraint severity in Field 1; (b) correlation between soil
constraint and average EVI in Field 1.

Some variation in soil constraint severity was shown in Field 2 from the topsoil to
subsoil (Figure 4a). For the topsoil variation, the values of this index less than 1 would
not be generally expected to give rise to yield loss. Nonetheless, there was a (insignificant)
negative correlation between the severity index for 0–10 cm and the 1st stage EVI (r = −0.52,
p = 0.23; Table 4). The correlation between 1st stage EVI and ECse was stronger than
with ESP, meaning that any topsoil constraints affecting variation were more likely to
be associated with salinity than with sodicity (Figure 4b). Considering the relationships
between soil and EVI later in the season, the topsoil ECse showed its strongest correlation
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with the 4th stage EVI (−0.74), possibly aligned with topsoil salinity being the dominant
constraint and having an effect on crop growth here throughout the season.
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The severity index for Field 3 showed values less than 1 for all sampled locations
across the field for the 0–10 cm, 30–50 cm and 70–90 cm soil depths (Figure 5a), which does
not suggest that ECse or ESP are at the levels expected to result in yield loss. However,
the soil constraint severity index showed more variation and higher values for 70–90 cm
and 110–130 cm. From the correlation analysis, there was a strong negative correlation
between all depths for ESP and EVI, perhaps a result of some of the sodicity effects at
all soil depths, even at the values of topsoil ESP below those considered as indicative of
potential constraints (ESP = 6%; Table 2). The correlations between ESP and EVI were quite
strong for all depths and stages, with the strongest being for the ESP at 30–50 cm (r = −0.88,
p = 0.02; Table 4).
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For Field 4, the soil constraints severity index variation was slightly visible at the depth
0–10 cm, increased at the depth 30–50 cm, and no variation at all at the depth 70–90 cm and
110–130 cm. At the depth 70–90 cm and 110–130 cm (representing the expected root depth
at the 4th stage), the severity was close to 3 (the extreme) across the field (Figure 6a). This
lack of spatial variation in the severity index means that it cannot be used to test whether
variation in growth aligns with variation in the subsoil constraints severity index (possibly
the severity index, as we have defined it, is not sensitive enough to explain the growth here).
It is supported by the correlation result between EVI and the individual soil constraints
(ECse and ESP) for depth 110–130 cm, which showed a value close to 0 (Figure 6b). In
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addition, the correlations between the soil constraint severity index in this field for all the
four sampled soil depths and the EVI were not statistically significant (Table 4). However,
the strongest correlation between the soil constraint and EVI data was between ECse at
70–90 cm and the 4th stage EVI (r = −0.69). This correlation possibly indicates an effect of
salinity at 70–90 cm depth due to high severity.
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In addition, for Field 5, the severity variation shows that the largest variation across
the field was at the depth 30–50 cm (Figure 7a). We might, in theory, expect this variation
in severity to cause variation in growth. However, there was no relationship between soil
constraint severity (at 30–50 cm) and EVI during the 2nd stage (Table 4). The correlation
analysis (Figure 7b) shows negative correlations between soil constraints at a depth of
30–50 cm and average EVI in the 2nd stage (r = −0.41 for ECse, r = −0.20 for ESP), though
these were not statistically significant. Although there are stronger correlations between the
2nd stage EVI and the 1.1–1.3 m ECse, roots should not be encountering this deeper salinity
in the 2nd stage, so this should not be the direct cause of the growth variation observed
in the 2nd stage. The correlation between ECse and 2nd stage EVI is greater than in the
1st stage.
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4. Discussion
4.1. Correlation between Soil Constraint Severity Index and EVI

Statistically, the correlation analysis between soil constraints severity at each depth
and average EVI at relevant stages showed some significant and some insignificant p-values.
However, the overall relationship between soil constraints severity and average EVI is
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negatively correlated, especially for the topsoil until a 90 cm depth. This result aligned
with the general hypothesis that the higher the severity of soil constraints, the lower the
yield/biomass. The results were statistically insignificant for a soil depth of 110–130 cm, yet
gave a positive correlation. This positive r value is likely due to the average EVI generated
based on the latest growth stage, which happened to be after the peak biomass and might
not have a high average EVI.

Furthermore, we carried out a detailed statistical analysis on each field by checking
the soil constraints’ severity variation and individual soil constraint correlation with the
average EVI. Field 1 showed that soil constraint’s severity variation was evident at depths
30–50 cm and 70–90 cm, possibly explaining the presence of subsoil constraints. Moreover,
the correlation analysis showed the highest negative correlation between the soil salinity
indicator and soil depth of 30–50 cm. This result possibly indicated that the dominant
constraint in this field is soil salinity at depths of 30–50 cm. On the other hand, Field
2 showed the variation in soil constraint severity at all stages. When the correlation is
assessed, topsoil salinity negatively correlates to the fourth stage EVI, with the highest
correlation value compared to other stages and depths. It possibly suggests that the effect
of topsoil constraints on crop growth continues throughout the season. Field 3 showed
increasing variation from top to subsoil, indicating that the variation in crop growth due to
soil constraint is possibly evident when the root reaches a deeper soil depth. The correlation
analysis supported this variation, where the subsoil salinity and subsoil sodicity showed
high negative correlations to the average EVI. In fact, the high negative correlation for
sodicity is also evident for the topsoil. Moreover, Field 4 showed high severity variation at
depths of 30–50 cm. However, the subsoil constraints’ severity (70–90 cm and 110–130 cm)
has a soil constraints severity index of 3 with no variation, meaning that the severity is
extremely high in the subsoil. When checking the correlation between soil constraints and
average EVI, no correlation was evident between the subsoil constraint and the fourth stage
average EVI, whereas the high negative correlation was evident between 70 and 90 cm
salinity with the average EVI of both the third and fourth stages. Then, for Field 5, variation
was evident at every depth; the highest variation was at depths of 30–50 cm. Nevertheless,
the correlation analysis does not support this result, meaning that this unclear result could
not support the variation analysis.

These findings summarize that the general correlation between soil constraint severity
and EVI aligned with the general concept where the higher the constraint, the lower the
EVI. Moreover, this result is possibly explained by soil constraints’ severity variation
and correlation analysis between individual constraints and average EVI. However, the
subjectivity of visual interpretation regarding the consistency might not clearly diagnose
the dominant soil constraints and the depth of the constraints.

4.2. Potential Approach Using Remote Sensing

Assessing the impact of soil constraints on crop growth in a field based on data from
sampled soil profiles from across the field is time-intensive and expensive. Finding ways to
use other information sources to help reduce this effort is therefore valuable, and remote
sensing data can provide an alternative information source. In this work, we looked at the
correlations between remote sensing data and the soil data; as an extension here in this
discussion, we consider whether some form of analysis based solely on remote sensing data
might be able to provide any kind of useful information about the within-field variation in
soil constraints, and more specifically about the depth of those constraints.

To investigate this potential approach, we used another remote sensing approach
by assessing a relative growth index (RGI) from multiple years to represent the spatial
variation in crop growth within a field for a given year and growth stage (see Appendix A).
Consistency analysis was applied to all years of RGI to investigate the consistently poor
and consistently good areas of a field for different stages of the growing season. The result
of this analysis was a collection of classed maps for a field, one for each of the four stages
of the season, showing which parts of the field exhibited consistently (i.e., over multiple
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seasons) poor, consistently good, and inconsistent growth in the given stage of the season.
The assumption is that if soil constraints are the driving factors affecting the yield, their
effect will be reasonably stable through time (impact in the same parts of the field), unlike
other factors such as pests and weeds (which would likely affect different parts of the
field in different years). We assessed the consistency for each growth stage and compared
how the consistency changed through the stages. If we suppose that a topsoil constraint
impacts growth, there should be a negative correlation between the topsoil constraint and
the early-season EVI, which we might expect to show up in the remote sensing data as very
consistent spatial variation in the early-season RGI. If we see some consistency in a specific
stage, it might indicate the soil constraint problem in the soil depth relevant to that growth
stage. We acknowledge that the result from this consistency analysis was not clear enough
and needed to be clearer to support the variation and correlation analysis. Nevertheless,
the approach could be useful as the basis for further work to investigate how far remote
sensing data might be pushed to help find more cost-effective methods of diagnosing the
within-field variation in soil constraints. Further explanations are provided in Appendix A.

4.3. Alternative Approaches

A previous study by Pozza [43] carried out an analysis on soil constraint depth,
specifically the depth of soil sodicity. The study predicted the depth to soil sodicity in the
Murray-Darling Basin, Australia, by modeling ESP using several covariates in a machine
learning model (random forest). The prediction was used to map the ESP in every 10 cm
increment to 100 cm soil depth. Twenty covariates were used, including remote sensing
data such as NDVI (Normalized Difference Vegetation Index) in three different percentiles.
The concept is similar to what we used in this study, which used EVI in different stages.
However, in the study by Pozza [43], the depth of the soil sodicity was not linked to the
relevant growth stage, unlike the analysis we used in this study. Different percentiles
of NDVI values were utilized as one of the covariates to predict depth and soil sodicity
constraints. Pozza [43] also eliminated seven other important covariates for the prediction,
including rainfall, temperature, elevation, slope, radiometric potassium, soil type, and
mid-depth. The result reported a moderate quality prediction with an r2 of 0.49 and Lin’s
CCC (Concordance Correlation Coefficient) of 0.66. The concept can be adopted if the soil
sample data are adequate to apply the approach.

Other alternative approaches can be applied to improve our results and show more
convincing evidence that remote sensing data can reveal the depth of soil constraints
impacting crop growth. A potential alternative is to identify ‘constrained areas’ using peak-
season imagery (i.e., areas where yield is expected to be limited), then compare the growth
curves within these areas. This alternative possibly limits the uncertainty developed within
the field due to other limiting factors. Alternatively, approaches based on fitting models
(growth curves) to the EVI data from each pixel separately might be an option. Furthermore,
future research might include approaches using simulation modelling (e.g., APSIM) to
simulate crop growth with soil constraints imposed (as model inputs) at different depths in
the soil profile; the simulations that best align with remote sensing EVI time series data
might be able to give some indication of the depth of soil constraints.

4.4. Limitation and Further Work

Although the simple correlation analysis showed negative correlations in most cases,
a larger dataset would be needed to back up the analyses confidently. Therefore, further
work in the northern region with a more extensive set of sampled fields might provide
a more robust data set to refute our proposed analyses. Specifically, sampling more
fields based on zones indicated by the analysis of remote sensing data, such as using
ConstraintID (https://constraintid.net.au/) [44,45], might confidently back up the analysis.
In an ongoing project, soil data are being collected from 120 fields across the northern
grain-growing region, which potentially implements the concept of this work in the future.
This much larger sample of 120 fields, with multiple soil samples collected across the

https://constraintid.net.au/
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field, will present an excellent opportunity to further investigate the relationships between
soil constraints at different depths and remote sensing data from different stages of the
growing season.

Another limitation is the uncertainty of root depth to represent the soil constraint
depth. Although we used the nominal expected depths given in Table 3, these will be
quite variable and dependent on other factors, such as rainfall and soil types, so expecting
the exact depth of soil constraints to be inferred by the growth of the plant is not realistic.
A possible result of this uncertainty was shown in the RGI analysis (see Appendix A) in
Field 4. The roots were expected to be at a depth of 90–120 cm at the 4th stage, yet based on
the analysis, the constraints were predicted to exist at the 70–90 cm depth. This condition is
likely triggered by limiting factors that limit root growth, including soil type, soil constraint,
climate, etc. [42]. Alternative approaches mentioned in Section 4.3 could be an alternative
solution for further work.

5. Conclusions

Determining the dominant soil constraint affecting crop growth is often challenging
due to multiple constraints and complexity in the field, with many factors affecting the
soil–crop interaction. It may be unrealistic to expect a dominant depth of soil constraint to
be evident in only remote sensing data. In this research, we have investigated the simple
relationship between the soil constraint and vegetation index and used that simple analysis
to diagnose the depth of soil constraints. In some cases, the simple correlation analysis
gave reasonable results, showing negative correlations in most cases, although the level of
statistical significance for individual fields was varied. We also proposed, in discussion,
a potential approach to push remote sensing data alone to reveal information about the
depth of soil constraints in a field. However, there was much subjectivity in interpreting
the results from this, and more analysis is needed to explain soil constraints from remote
sensing data, with the ultimate aim of finding less expensive and more efficient approaches
to diagnose the within-field variation in soil constraints.
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Appendix A. Using Remote Sensing Alone to Identify Topsoil and Subsoil Constraints

In this section, we investigated the relationships between soil constraints at different
depths and imagery from different times of the growing season. The primary objective was
to identify evidence of consistency (over multiple years) in the imagery for the same stage
over multiple years, which could indicate certain depths of roots in the field. The following
gives an overview summary of the approach applied in this study.

For each field:

1. Determine cropped years.
2. For each cropped year.
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• Calculate four average EVI maps representing the four stages.
• Convert the average EVI of each map into a relative growth index (RGI) [27,44]

map. It is calculated by ranking the pixels in each average EVI map, representing
a specific field-year-stage (to put all maps on a scale of 0–100). Thus, the RGI can
indicate the parts of the field that were performing well or poorly.

3. For each stage, use the RGI to:

• Categorize pixels as ‘consistently good growth’ (multi-year mean RGI > 50,
p < 0.05); ‘consistently poor growth’ (mean RGI < 50, p < 0.05); or ‘inconsis-
tent/moderate’ (p > 0.05)

• Calculate the ‘consistency index’ as the percentage of pixels in the ‘consistently
good growth’ or ‘consistently poor growth’ classes. A value of 0 indicates that the
maps from each year display different patterns of spatial variation. In contrast, a
value of 100 indicates that the maps from each year show identical patterns of
spatial variation.

4. Also, for each stage, calculate a map of the multi-year average EVI.

A plot of the consistency index through the season (the result of Step iii b above)
was used to investigate whether it can provide information about the likely depths when
soil constraints are encountered (which might give rise to an increase in the consistency
at the stage of the season when the roots encounter the soil constraints). The proposed
interpretations are as follows:

1. If imagery from early in the season shows a consistent pattern (year after year), this
might indicate that topsoil constraints, encountered early in the season when roots
are shallow, might be causing variation.

2. If imagery from early in the season is not consistent, but imagery from later in the
season is, this might indicate that constraints at the depth of roots at that stage of the
season (e.g., 60–90 cm for imagery from around 90 days after planting) are causing
this increase in consistent patterns.

3. If imagery shows a consistent pattern with increasing consistency through the season,
this could indicate the presence of topsoil constraints, which have a lasting impact
on growth (even after roots have extended below this depth), or it could indicate the
presence of constraints through the profile.

4. If imagery does not show any consistent patterns, this could indicate either no soil
constraints are consistently impacting growth, or soil constraints are inconsistently
impacting growth (e.g., limiting growth in wet years, beneficial for growth in dry
years), or soil constraints are not spatially variable within the field.

This interpretation might back up the interpretations made from correlation analysis
(as described in Section 2.4.1, Section 2.4.2, Section 2.4.3).

Appendix A.1. Consistency Index

From the results, we further analyzed the possible approach to indicate the depth
of dominant soil constraints based on remote sensing data. We assessed relative growth
index consistency within each stage. Figure A1 shows maps for the five fields of the
consistently good (green), consistently poor (red) and moderate/inconsistent growth at the
four stages of the season. The changes in the resulting consistency index (the percentage of
‘consistent’ pixels in each map) through the season are shown in Figure A2. Our proposed
interpretation of Figure A2, in terms of the depth at which soil constraints are encountered
in each field, are as follows:

1. Field 1 shows reasonable high consistency from the first stage in the season, with no
strong increase later in the season; therefore, topsoil constraints might be important
drivers of variation in growth here.
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2. Fields 2 and 3 show consistent variation from the first stage in the season, and also a
strong increase in consistency throughout the season; therefore, there might be topsoil
constraints with a lasting impact or constraints throughout the soil profile here.

3. Fields 4 and 5 show increases in consistency at the 4th and 2nd stages, respectively,
and therefore might be encountering soil constraints at soil depths 90–120 cm and
30–60 cm, respectively.

In the following sections, we group the fields by these interpretations to investigate
whether soil data are consistent with these interpretations.
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Appendix A.2. Topsoil Issues Indicated by Remote Sensing

For Field 1, the consistency index of around 40% throughout the season (Figure A2)
suggested (according to our hypotheses) that topsoil constraints might be an important
driver of growth in this field. However, we also found that although the consistency index
(percentage of the field classified as ‘consistently good’ or ‘consistently poor’ growth)
remained reasonably stable, there were some changes in the spatial variation (Figure A1),
with the east side of the field becoming poorer through the season (perhaps encountering
subsoil constraints), and the west side consistently poor early in the season (perhaps the
effects of topsoil constraints) but becoming less so. The results (Section 3) do not indicate
a soil constraint problem at the 0–10 cm depth, whereas at the depth 30–50 cm, which is
supported by soil constraints severity variation and correlation with the remote sensing
data. While not exactly at the depth indicated by the pattern of the consistency index
(reasonably high and constant throughout the season), it is not entirely incompatible since
it is still close to the topsoil.

Appendix A.3. Topsoil and Subsoil Issues Indicated by Remote Sensing

Another pattern that can be observed from the consistency analysis is that there are
cases with high consistency in the first stage, which continues to increase until the 4th
stage. This pattern can be observed in Field 2 and 3 (Figures A1 and A2). For Field 2, the
consistency started at 47% and increased to 56%, while for Field 3, the consistency started
at 54% and increased to 78%. The maps showing the areas of consistent growth for different
stages (Figure A1) show affected areas from early in the season, which expand through
the season. The consistent spatial variation early in the season is hypothesized to indicate
topsoil constraints, and the later increase in this consistency to indicate the effects of both
topsoil and subsoil constraints.

The expectations of topsoil and subsoil issues partly agree with the results analyzed
for Field 2 (Section 3). From the results, we found negative correlation between topsoil
salinity and 1st stage EVI, which continues to correlate later with the subsoil salinity, even
though the problem was not existent for the subsoil. The result gave an indication that
the topsoil salinity was the dominant constraint and had an effect on crop growth here
throughout the season. Moreover, for Field 3, the expectations of topsoil and subsoil issues
were clearly visible for soil sodicity (Section 3).

Appendix A.4. Soil Constraints in Specific Depths Indicated by Remote Sensing

The last pattern from the consistency analysis (Figures A1 and A2) is a jump in
consistency percentage at some stage of the season, which suggests (according to our
hypotheses) that (i) roots are encountering problems at that stage of the season, and (ii) soil
constraints at the expected root depth of that stage might be driving the spatial variation
in growth. This case can be observed in Fields 4 and 5. Field 4 showed a jump in the
consistency index from the 3rd to the 4th stage, suggesting potential subsoil constraints
(at the depth of 90–120 cm, according to the expected root depth at the 4th stage). The
jump for Field 4 is also evident from inspection of the maps. For the 4th stage, the large
green patch (consistently good growth) appears in the east and red patch appears in the
southwest. For Field 5, a jump in consistency can be observed from the 1st to the 2nd
stage, suggesting potential soil constraints higher in the profile (30–60 cm according to the
expected root depth).

From the result analyzed at Field 4, there was no evidence of soil constraint issues at
the depth 110–130 cm (Section 3), yet the correlation between soil salinity and 4th stage EVI
does exist at the 70–90 cm depth. This might explain the increase in consistency from the
3rd to the 4th stage (Figure A2); although roots were expected to be at a depth of 90–120 cm
at this stage, there is a lot of uncertainty in these root depths and dates (as inferred from
the analysis of remote sensing time series data). Encountering soil constraints (subsoil
salinity here) at a depth of 70–90 cm between our 3rd and 4th stages (represented by 78–102



Remote Sens. 2023, 15, 3527 17 of 19

and 102–126 days after planting) would not be inconsistent with our interpretation of the
increase in consistency at this stage of the season.

For Field 5, the remote sensing analysis showed the increase in consistency between
the 1st and 2nd stages suggested the presence of soil constraints at a soil depth of 30–60 cm
(represented by our sampled data at 30–50 cm). The results (Section 3) showed soil severity
index variation at the 30–60 cm depth, yet there is not enough statistical evidence to backup
the indication of soil constraint problems at that depth.

Appendix A.5. Summary

From the results and discussion, we summarize some points for each interpretation.
The details are also provided in Table A1.

Table A1. Summary of soil constraint depths, their expected effects on the consistency, and the
expected and actual relationships between soil data and EVI.

Feature Description of
Remotely Sensed

Consistency Index Plot
Interpreted

Implication for Soil
Expected Relationships

between Soil Data and EVI

Field Matching Feature
Description, and Actual

Relationships between Soil
Data and EVI

Strongest Correlation
between EVI and Soil

Constraints for Field OR
Conclusion from Inspection

of Soil–EVI Correlations?

High consistency from the 1st
stage onwards Topsoil constraints

Spatial variation in soil
constraint severity index of
the topsoil.
Negative correlations of 1st
stage EVI with topsoil
constraints severity index and
with an individual constraint
(ECse or ESP).

Field 1
No variation in soil constraint
severity index of topsoil.
No correlation between
topsoil data (constraint
severity index or individual
constraints) and 1st stage EVI.

Field 1
30–50 cm soil data (ECse) and
2nd stage EVI.
Partly agrees with
expectations from inspection
of consistency index plot.

High consistency in the 1st
stage then continues to
increase until the 4th stage

Topsoil and
subsoil constraints

Spatial variation in soil
constraint severity index at
all stages.
Negative correlations of EVI
with the severity index and
with an individual constraint
(ECse or ESP) throughout
the profile.

Field 2
Marginal variation in soil
constraints severity, yet
similar for all the stages.
No correlation between each
depth soil constraint severity
index and the related stages
of EVI.
High negative correlation
between topsoil ECse and 1st
stage EVI.

Field 2
Strong negative correlation
between topsoil ECse not
only with the 1st stage but
also other stages of EVI.
Partly agrees with
expectations from inspection
of consistency index plot.

Field 3
Increasing variation from 1st
to 4th stage.
Strong negative correlations
between EVI and both soil
constraints throughout the
profile (ECse or ESP).

Field 3
Strong negative correlations
between EVI and both soil
constraints throughout the
profile (ECse or ESP).
Agrees with expectations
from inspection of
consistency index plot.

A jump in consistency at a
certain stage of the season Constraints at a certain depth

Spatial variation in soil
constraint severity index at a
certain depth.
Negative correlations of the
certain stage EVI with the
related depth severity index
and with an individual
constraint (ECse or ESP).

Field 4 (3rd to 4th stage)
No variation in soil constraint
severity index of the 4th stage.
No correlation between 110
and 130 cm soil data
(constraint severity index or
individual constraints) and
1st stage EVI.

Field 4
70–90 cm soil data (ECse) and
4th stage EVI.
Partly agrees with
expectations from inspection
of consistency index plot.

Field 5 (1st to 2nd stage)
Soil constraint severity
variation does exist in the
2nd stage.
No correlation between 30
and 50 cm soil constraint
severity index and 2nd
stage EVI.
Insignificant negative
correlations between
individual constraint (ECse or
ESP) at depth 30–50 cm in the
2nd stage.

Field 5
The statistical evidence is not
strong enough.
Unclear result.
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