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Abstract: Rodents are a vital part of the natural succession chain of the alpine grassland ecosystem,
and rodent activities have an important impact on alpine grassland ecology. Moderate rodent
population activities positively improve soil permeability, promote nutrient cycling, and promote
biodiversity. However, too much rodent population or excessive activity intensity will bring negative
effects on the ecological environment. Therefore, it is of great significance to accurately grasp the
rodent activity intensity (RAI) in alpine grassland to cope with the changes in rodent populations
and maintain the stability of the alpine grassland ecosystem. The Zoige alpine grassland was used
as the study area in this study. In addition, UAV was sent to sample the rodent activity area in the
alpine grassland. With the aid of field survey data, the surface information of rodent activity in
the experimental area was identified, and the RAI index in the sample plot was calculated. Then,
based on Sentinel-2A satellite remote sensing multi-spectral data and spectral index, multiple linear
regression (MLR), multi-layer perceptron neural networks (MPL neural nets), random forest (RF),
and support vector regression (SVR) were used to construct four models for RAI and Sentinel-2
datasets. The accuracy of the four models was compared and analyzed. The results showed that
the RF model had the highest prediction accuracy (R2 = 0.8263, RWI = 0.8210, LCCC = 0.8916,
RMSE = 0.0840, MAE = 0.0549), followed by the SVR model, the MLP neural nets model, and the
MLR model. Overall, the nonlinear relationship between rodent activity intensity and satellite
remote sensing images is obvious. Machine learning with strong nonlinear fitting ability can better
characterize the RAI in alpine grassland. The RF model, with the best accuracy, can quantitatively
estimate RAI in the alpine grassland, providing theoretical and technical support for monitoring RAI
and rodent control in the alpine grassland.

Keywords: alpine grassland; rodent activity intensity; multiple linear regression; MLP neural nets;
random forest; support vector regression

1. Introduction

Grassland is an important ecological barrier as well as a material base for animal
husbandry production [1]. At high latitudes or high altitudes, there are large areas of alpine
grasslands [2,3], which are important ecological reserves and have significant ecological
value for maintaining biodiversity and regional ecological balance [4–6]. Alpine grassland
is also a vital water source conservation and supply area in the basin’s upper reaches,
which has an important strategic position in the ecological protection and high-quality
development of the watershed [7,8]. Since alpine grassland is susceptible to plateau climate,
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human activities, and animal disturbance [9], it is crucial to ensure the ecological regional
security pattern and respond to climate change correctly [10,11].

Small mammals in the alpine grassland mainly include the Citellus dauricus, zokors,
gerbils, pikas, and marmots (collectively referred to as “rodents” in this paper), which are
important components of the natural succession chain of the alpine grassland ecosystem.
Through digging, excreting, foraging, and other activities, rodents can significantly affect
the soil formation process, nutrient content, and vegetation succession [12,13]. Moderate ro-
dent population activities can improve soil permeability, promote nutrient cycling, and play
an essential positive role in ensuring water conservation, improving the ecological land-
scape, and promoting biodiversity [14–16]. However, excessive rodent populations lead to
a large number of high-quality herbage being eaten. More seriously, the dense and criss-
crossed rodent holes change the soil surface structure and destroy vegetation [17–19]. It is
easy to form secondary bare land, and the soil moisture and fertility are reduced. The extent
of the problem will gradually expand and become large “bald spots” [20–22]. The activities
of the rodent population directly affect soil properties and vegetation growth [23] and have
an extremely important impact on the alpine grassland ecological environment [24].

Since the 1980s, alpine grassland in China has been seriously degraded, and its ecolog-
ical functions have been destroyed. Many problems have been faced, such as decreased
biodiversity, ecosystem service function, and environmental deterioration [25]. Large-scale
rodent infestation has been considered a significant factor in the degradation of alpine
grasslands in recent decades [23,26,27]. The rodent population is also reflected on the land
surface. The greater the number of rodents, the greater the activity intensity and the more
land surface traces will be produced. Therefore, it is of great significance to maintain the
alpine grassland ecosystem and ensure the sustainable utilization of grassland resources by
accurately grasping the rodent activity intensity (RAI) in alpine grasslands to cope with
changes in rodent populations effectively. The RAI index was proposed for the first time in
this study. It indicates the extent of the impact of rodent activity on the surface landscape
in an area.

Currently, the standard method to investigate RAI in grassland is still a field survey
based on the plot scale [28–30]. The disturbance of plateau rodents to soil and vegetation
is the comprehensive result of various rodent activities. It is common to use the effective
hole density per unit area to classify rodent disturbance intensity on plateau [31–34]. Chen
believed that the total hole density of the plateau pika could reflect not only the plateau pika
interference intensity but also the amount of excavation activity of the plateau pika [35].
Li and Zhang used the transect method to estimate the population density of plateau
pika when the plateau pika activity peaked at the Haibei Alpine Meadow Ecosystem
Positioning Station of the Chinese Academy of Sciences [36]. Niu estimated the number
of pika holes in the sample plot using the blocked tunnel method [37] and calculated the
density of pika holes in each sample plot [38]. Liu used the blocking and stealing holes
method to continuously record the number of holes and the number of effective holes.
After determining effective holes, the plateau pika was captured in the sample field until it
was no longer captured. Finally, the number of captured plateau pika was used to calculate
the hole coefficient of the plateau pika [39]. Yu and Zhang believed that the number of
bare soil patches was directly related to the population density of plateau pika, so the
percentage of bare soil area of each disturbed plot could be used as a representative of
the plateau pika disturbance intensity [34]. The advantage of the field survey method is
that it can obtain accurate data about RAI at the sample plot scale, which has obvious
advantages for understanding and grasping RAI at the micro-scale [40,41]. However, the
RAI data obtained from the sample plot survey are easily affected by the number of sample
plots, survey area, and other factors. In this method, it is difficult to accurately obtain the
spatio-temporal distribution data of RAI in the macro scale area, which is not conducive to
the overall understanding of the spatio-temporal pattern of RAI.

Since 2013, UAVs have made a breakthrough in the field of rodent activity monitoring.
Many scholars used UAVs to acquire images of prairie rodent damage and combined them
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with artificial intelligence, pattern recognition, and other methods to obtain the spatial
distribution and damage degree of rodent damage in the grassland [42]. Ma and Sun took
aerial photographs of the rodent infestation areas based on the UAV low-altitude remote
sensing monitoring platform, and then calculated the coverage of hole clusters using the
UAV low-altitude remote sensing images, classified the rodent infestation levels in the study
area and analyzed the distribution of rodent infestation [43,44]. Dong carried out a study
on the UAV remote sensing identification of rodent holes and rodent mounds information
and achieved good accuracy [45]. Xuan built a low-altitude remote sensing platform using
dynamic delta wings and digital cameras to obtain ultra-high resolution image data of
grassland rodent infestation of about 1 cm. Additionally, the spatial distribution and
damage degree of rodent infestation was obtained by using GIS spatial interpolation and
statistical methods on the basis of manual interpretation [46]. With the development of UAV
technology, field investigation method and low-altitude remote sensing technology are
effectively combined. Aerial images with ultra-high spatial resolution can provide a finer
spatial scale for directly mapping rodent hole distribution. Compared with the manual field
survey method, the work efficiency and survey scope are greatly improved [47]. However,
the continuous flight time of UAVs is limited, and it is not easy to meet the prediction of
RAI in an extensive range and multiple periods.

In contrast, whether it is a manual field survey or UAV remote sensing survey, the
point data of field monitoring can hardly reflect the spatial and temporal distribution of
RAI in macro-scale areas comprehensively and accurately. Satellite remote sensing has the
characteristics of macroscopic and multi-phase, which has advantages in estimating RAI in
large-scale and multi-stage. The critical point is to study further the relationship between
satellite remote sensing data and RAI. However, rodent activity information such as holes
and mounds cannot be directly obtained from the images because the spatial resolution of
satellite images is far less than UAV images. Fortunately, the surface landscape of alpine
grassland is altered by rodent feeding and digging. Therefore, landscape changes caused
by rodent activity can be used to estimate RAI [48].

There are mainly the following methods for estimating RAI based on satellite remote
sensing. Firstly, construct the interpretation signs of rodent activity areas. For example, in
a study by Li [49], Interpretation signs such as rodent infestation sites, grasslands, rodent
wasteland, and bare land were constructed based on Landsat8 remote sensing images.
Then, rodent-infested areas in the Altun Mountains grassland were identified and classified
with the help of altitude and vegetation coverage. Secondly, build an evaluation model.
He selected six indicators of elevation, slope, slope aspect, grassland type, soil type, and
enhanced vegetation index (EVI) to construct a rodent damage estimation model. Different
rat infestation areas and thresholds were extracted [50]. Thirdly, the changes in remote
sensing indices were used to indirectly estimate the number of rodents. For example,
Pianalto used the surface temperature extracted from the TM thermal infrared band to
simulate the spatial pattern of desert rodent abundance at night [51]. Andreo used the
number of rodents as the dependent variable and the vegetation index and moisture index
as the independent variables to construct a fitting model based on Sentinel-2 and Landsat
8 satellite images [52]. In past research, indirect indicators such as vegetation index and
comprehensive index were used to construct various models to estimate RAI, and various
methods were also being tried and improved. The estimation of RAI by remote sensing
was successfully reached. However, these indicators and methods are single and do not
correlate satellite remote sensing data with field survey data and UAV survey data, resulting
in low accuracy of estimation results.

The critical point of remote sensing estimation RAI is to find the relationship between
RAI and satellite remote sensing data. Still, there may be complex nonlinear relationships
between them, which linear regression models may not sufficiently reflect. In recent years,
the extreme learning machine (ELM) [53] and multiple adaptive regression spline (MARS)
model [54,55] were used to solve multiple nonlinear problems in the field of engineering
technology, such as predicting the thermal conductivity of unsaturated soil [56] and evalu-
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ating the ultimate bearing capacity of geosynthetic-reinforced sand soil foundations [57].
Moreover, machine learning nonlinear regression algorithms, such as support vector ma-
chine [58], artificial neural network [59], and random forest [60], were applied to remote
sensing regression fitting [61]. The experimental results of different methods are different.
Therefore, finding the most suitable fitting model between RAI and satellite remote sensing
data is the critical problem in estimating RAI in alpine grassland by satellite remote sensing.

This study was carried out on the Zoige alpine grassland. Satellite remote sensing data,
UAV survey data, and field survey data were combined to construct the RAI estimation
model. UAV remote sensing techniques and field surveys were used to extract rodent
activity information from the sample sites. Meanwhile, multispectral datasets and remote
sensing indicators from the Sentinel-2A satellite were used as indicators to estimate RAI.
The plots used multiple linear regression, support vector machine, random forest, and MLP
neural nets to research the relationship between the RAI and remote sensing indicators. The
model with the highest accuracy was selected by verifying and comparing the prediction
accuracy of the four models. The quantitative description of rodent activity can provide
some theoretical and technical support for estimating rodent activity in alpine grassland.
Study ideas and technical routes are shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Study ideas and technical routes.

2. Data and Method
2.1. Study Area

The area selected for this study is Zoige Alpine Grassland, which is located at the
eastern edge of the Qinghai–Tibet Plateau, at the junction of Sichuan, Gansu, and Qinghai
provinces, with a total area of about 10,326 km2 (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Location of the study area.

The Zoige alpine grassland is a typical alpine grassland ecological landscape area
on the Qinghai–Tibet Plateau [62–65]. It is also an important water conservation and
supply area in the upper reaches of the Yellow River [66,67]. In May 2022, the Zoige
Grassland was approved as a national park, and the ecological benefits were raised to a high
strategic position, which plays a vital role in guaranteeing and promoting the environmental
protection and high-quality development of the upper Yellow River basin [7,8]. Zoige alpine
grassland is a specific area that is comprehensively affected by plateau climate, human
activities, animal disturbance, and other aspects. It has a direct indicator and early warning
value for the grassland ecosystem of the Qinghai–Tibet Plateau [68,69]. It is vital to ensure
the regional ecological security pattern and respond to climate change [70].

According to the actual statistics of the Sichuan Grassland Station, the average area
of rodent damage in Sichuan grasslands in 2018 was 2.84 × 106 hm2, an increase of about
4.7% over 2017. Moreover, the severely damaged area is about 1.82 × 106 hm2, an increase
of about 10% compared with 2017 [71]. Excessive rodent activity seriously affects the
sustainable development of grassland animal husbandry. The sample plot selected for this
study is located in Hongxing Town in the north of Zoige County, and the sample plot size
is 500 m × 500 m. The primary rat species in this area are the zokor and the marmot, whose
activity traces are typical.

2.2. Data Collection and Processing
2.2.1. UAV Data Acquisition and Processing

(1) Flight plan of UAV

In the alpine grassland, the rodent population and the intensity of excavation were
the highest in spring and autumn [72]. However, grassland vegetation gradually began to
wither and yellow in autumn, which was not conducive to extracting vegetation indexes
based on multispectral satellite data. According to the research of Dong [73] and Xiong [74],
May 2021 was selected as the time for UAV remote sensing data collection. This time
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ensures that the surface rodent activity information obtained by UAV remote sensing
represents the maximum RAI and allows the extraction of accurate vegetation indices using
satellite remote sensing images in the same period.

A DJI Phantom 4 Pro Multi-rotor was used to take aerial photography of the sample site.
The UAV is equipped with GPS/GLONASS dual-mode satellite positioning system, IMU,
and compass dual redundant sensors, which can give images high-precision positioning
information. The flight date was 12 May 2021; the flight altitude was 200 m, and the
heading and side overlap rates were 80% and 60%, respectively.

(2) Data Processing

The UAV image processing software Pix4Dmapper platform was used to convert the
photos taken by the UAV into digital orthophotos [75]. Then the sample area is clipped
out according to the size of 500 m × 500 m. The ground resolution of the UAV image
is 0.05 m, which can clearly identify the surface traces of rodent activities. Combined
with the information from the field investigation, the traces of rodent activities (including
rodent holes and mounds) are interpreted by manual interpretation, which took 18 h. The
interpretation results are shown in Figure 3.
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According to the research of Pang [16], Yu [34], and Liu [39], the number of bare soil
patches is directly related to the population density of plateau rodents, so the percentage of
bare soil area in each disturbance plot can be used as a representative of the disturbance
intensity of plateau rodents. In order to achieve a complete match between the UAV image
and the Sentinel-2A image on the pixel scale, the interpretation results were gridded in this
study, and the grid size was set to 10 × 10 m. Finally, the proportion of rodent activity trace
areas in the grid was taken as the RAI index of the grid (Figure 3).

2.2.2. Collection and Processing of Sentinel-2A Data

(1) Data source and description

In this study, Sentinel-2A satellite images were sourced from the ESA Copernicus Data
Center (https://scihub.copernicus.eu/dhus/#/home, (accessed on 22 July 2021)). The
image was taken on 9 May 2021, and the cloud cover was 0.2%. The imaging time of the
satellite image is three days earlier than the UAV flight. During this period, there was no
apparent natural change or human intervention in the sample plot. The field investigation

https://scihub.copernicus.eu/dhus/#/home
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results showed no signs of rodent activity, such as rodent holes and mounds recently added,
and there was no significant growth in pastures. The authors believe that the temporal
phases of the UAV image and satellite image used in this study are consistent and can be
used to research the remote sensing estimation method of grassland RAI.

(2) Data Processing

The images were radiometrically calibrated and atmospherically corrected in sen2cor
software, then post-processed in SNAP software, and finally, the images of the plots were
clipped in ENVI software. Sentinel-2A multispectral data has a total of 13 bands. Band 1
is used to monitor aerosols, Band 9 is used to monitor water vapor, and Band 10 is used
to monitor ocean currents. The spatial resolution of the above three bands is low (only
60 m). The spatial resolution of the above three bands is low (only 60 m). These three
bands should be excluded from this study and not be used as variables to construct the RAI
estimation model in alpine grassland, so as to avoid interfering with model construction
and reducing the model’s prediction accuracy.

Then, 14 derived indices were obtained through band calculation (Figure 4), includ-
ing Enhanced Vegetation Index (EVI), Modified Soil Adjusted Vegetation Index (MSAVI),
Normalized Difference Moisture Index (NDMI), Normalized Difference Soil Index (NDSI),
Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI), Normalized Difference Vegetation Green-
ness Index (NDVGI), Normalized Moisture Index (NDWI), Ratio Vegetation Index (RVI),
Soil Adjusted Vegetation Index (SAVI), Soil Color Index (SCI), Transformed Vegetation
Index (TVI), Brightness Index (BI), Greenness Index (GI), and Wetness Index (WI).

Remote Sens. 2023, 15, x FOR PEER REVIEW 7 of 18 
 

 

satellite image is three days earlier than the UAV flight. During this period, there was no 

apparent natural change or human intervention in the sample plot. The field investiga-

tion results showed no signs of rodent activity, such as rodent holes and mounds re-

cently added, and there was no significant growth in pastures. The authors believe that 

the temporal phases of the UAV image and satellite image used in this study are con-

sistent and can be used to research the remote sensing estimation method of grassland 

RAI. 

(2) Data Processing 

The images were radiometrically calibrated and atmospherically corrected in 

sen2cor software, then post-processed in SNAP software, and finally, the images of the 

plots were clipped in ENVI software. Sentinel-2A multispectral data has a total of 13 

bands. Band 1 is used to monitor aerosols, Band 9 is used to monitor water vapor, and 

Band 10 is used to monitor ocean currents. The spatial resolution of the above three 

bands is low (only 60 m). The spatial resolution of the above three bands is low (only 60 

m). These three bands should be excluded from this study and not be used as variables 

to construct the RAI estimation model in alpine grassland, so as to avoid interfering with 

model construction and reducing the model’s prediction accuracy. 

Then, 14 derived indices were obtained through band calculation (Figure 4), in-

cluding Enhanced Vegetation Index (EVI), Modified Soil Adjusted Vegetation Index 

(MSAVI), Normalized Difference Moisture Index (NDMI), Normalized Difference Soil 

Index (NDSI), Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI), Normalized Difference 

Vegetation Greenness Index (NDVGI), Normalized Moisture Index (NDWI), Ratio Veg-

etation Index (RVI), Soil Adjusted Vegetation Index (SAVI), Soil Color Index (SCI), 

Transformed Vegetation Index (TVI), Brightness Index (BI), Greenness Index (GI), and 

Wetness Index (WI). 

 

Figure 4. Fourteen spectral indices were calculated by band operation. 

There are many variables used for modeling, and the measurement standards of 

each variable are inconsistent. Therefore, all data were standardized before constructing 

models to improve the model’s sensitivity and ensure the accuracy of the estimation re-

sults. 

2.3. Methodology 

Figure 4. Fourteen spectral indices were calculated by band operation.

There are many variables used for modeling, and the measurement standards of each
variable are inconsistent. Therefore, all data were standardized before constructing models
to improve the model’s sensitivity and ensure the accuracy of the estimation results.

2.3. Methodology

This study mainly consists of three stages: extracting the rodent activity area of the
UAV image, constructing RAI estimation models, and comparing the model accuracy. RAI
estimation was achieved by constructing an optimal inversion model between the RAI index
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and the spectral index [76]. This paper discussed four methods: multiple linear regression
model, MLP neural nets model, random forest model, and support vector regression model.

2.3.1. Multiple Linear Regression

MLR models can describe the correlation between a dependent variable and multiple
independent variables. The independent variables are added to the model one by one
according to the correlation of the independent variables to the regression equation [77]. If
the significance of the original variable is reduced after adding a new variable, the original
variable is eliminated [78]. The addition or elimination of independent variables must pass
the significance test to ensure that only the variables with large significance are included
in the regression model [79,80]. In this study, 24 variables were added to the regression
model according to the degree of correlation between the index and RAI. Variables with
high significance were retained, and variables with minor significance were eliminated.
The model equation for estimating the RAI was constructed as follows:

RAI = 0.168 + 0.145 × B2 − 0.363 × B3 + 0.166 × B4 + 0.002 × B5 − 0.012 × B6 − 0.054
× B7 − 0.167 × B8 + 0.002 × B8A + 0.371 × B11 − 0.070 × B12 + 0.49 × RVI + 0.388 ×

MSAVI + 0.355 × NDMI − 0.060 × NDGVI + 0.043 × EVI − 0.188 × TVI
(1)

where RAI is rodent activity intensity; B1~12 are band 1~12 of Sentinel-2A satellite image.

2.3.2. Multi-Layer Perception Neural Network

There may be a complex non-linear relationship between the 24 variables used for
remote sensing inversion and the RAI values, which machine learning models can better
reflect. Multi-layer perception neural networks (MLP neural nets) are artificial neural
networks with a forward structure consisting of multiple node layers. Each layer is fully
connected to the next layer, and the linearity is overcome by merging one or more hidden
layers. It has a strong non-linear fitting ability and can map any complex non-linear
relationship [81,82].

The MLP neural nets have three layers: the input layer, the hidden layer, and the
output layer [83]. The input layer data were the spectral values and spectral indexes of the
Sentinel-2A satellite image. In the hidden layer, the sigmoid function was selected as the
activation function. The hidden layer was determined to be two layers, and the number of
neurons in the first and second layers was 20 and 15, respectively. The output layer has
only one layer, which is the RAI. The main parameters of the model in this study are as
follows: the solver is “lbfgs”, the initial learning rate is 0.001, the L2 regular term is 0.01,
and the number of training iterations is 500.

In training the neural network, the output value of the hidden layer and the predicted
RAI index of the output layer were sequentially calculated by forward propagation. Then,
the weights between the input layer and the hidden layer and between the hidden layer
and the output layer were corrected by backpropagation. The above process was repeated
until the maximum number of repetitions was reached. Optimizing network parameters
was the process of constructing MLP neural nets.

2.3.3. Random Forest

Random forests (RF) is a machine learning model proposed by Breiman based on the
classification and regression tree (CART) [84,85]. Random forest integrates several CARTs
in parallel to construct a model with strong learning ability. When one CART makes an
error, the other decision trees can correct it. The random forest algorithm has high efficiency
for classification or regression with multidimensional features. It can process data with
higher dimensions without dimensionality reduction and is simple to implement and fast
to train [86].

The model randomly selects some samples from the training set. A set of samples is
used to train a base-decision tree located at the tree’s root node. The information purity
of the sample features is judged by the information gain rate or Gini index, and the best
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features are selected as the standard for splitting. Repeat the above steps to keep the base-
decision tree growing until it meets the design. The random forest model is constructed by
merging all the trained base-decision trees into a forest [87,88].

The performance of the RF model depends on the number of base-decision trees used.
The more trees there are, the less easy the model is to overfit, but the computational effort
will increase. In this study, the random search optimization method is used to find the
optimal parameters. The optimal number of base-decision trees is 150, and the depth of a
tree is 20. Max-features (the number of features to be used when splitting each node) is
log2, min-samples-split (the minimum number of samples required to split internal nodes)
is 8, min-samples-leaf (the minimum number of samples in each leaf) is 4, and the bootstrap
(sampling method: put back the sample) is “true”.

2.3.4. Support Vector Regression

The support vector machine (SVM) is a machine learning model based on the statistical
learning theory proposed by Cortes, which has excellent learning ability [89]. In dealing
with pattern recognition problems, it can ensure that the training sample set and test
sample set have small errors. It is widely used in environmental modeling, land use/cover
classification, and the estimation of forest biomass. SVR is the regression algorithm model
of SVM, whose basic idea is to find an optimal function that minimizes the “total deviation”
of sample point distance.

SVR includes linear regression and nonlinear regression, and nonlinear regression
is used in this study. The selection of the kernel function has a significant impact on the
performance of the SVR model. In this study, the radial basis function (RBF) was selected
as the kernel [90], and its prediction results depend on the distance to a specific point. The
advantage of the RBF kernel function is that it is not constrained by the sample size when
the data are mapped to a high-dimensional space and is resistant to perturbations in the
data. Two critical parameters of the RBF kernel function are C and γ. C is the penalty
coefficient, namely the tolerance for error. γ is the characteristic width of the kernel function
and determines the scope of the kernel function [91]. Appropriate parameter settings will
greatly improve the performance of the model. The parameter optimization algorithm
obtained the optimal C and γ [92,93]. The optimal C = 54 and =1 were used to construct the
SVR model in this study. The remaining main hyperparameters are as follows: the number
of training iterations is 1696, shrinking is “true”, tol (the threshold for terminating iteration)
is 0.001, random state is “none”, and epsilon (parameter e) is 0.1.

2.3.5. Model Assessment

To assess the four models’ accuracy, the sample data were divided into training sets
and validation sets. A total of 70% of the sample data were randomly used for model
construction, and 30% of the sample data were used for model accuracy validation [94].
Four statistical criteria were used to characterize the predictive performance of the model,
including the coefficient of determination (R2), the root mean square error (RMSE), the
mean absolute error (MAE), refined Wilmott index (RWI) [54], and Lin’s concordance
correlation coefficient (LCCC) [95]. The larger the LCCC value and R2 value and the
smaller the MAE value and RMSE value, the higher the accuracy of the estimated model.

R2 = 1−

n
∑

i=1
(yi − zi)

2

n
∑

i=1
(yi − y)2

(2)

RMSE =

√
1
n

n

∑
i=1

(yi − zi)
2 (3)
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MAE =
1
n

n

∑
i=1
|yi − zi| (4)

RWI = 1−

n
∑

i=1
|yi − zi|

2
n
∑

i=1
|yi − y|

(5)

LCCC =
2rσyσz

σ2
y + σ2

z + (
_
y− _

z)2 (6)

where n is the number of samples, yi is the RAI index measured by the UAV, zi is the
RAI index predicted by the model,

_
y is the mean of the measured values,

_
z is the mean of

the predicted values, σy
2 is the variance of the measured values, σz

2 the variance of the
predicted values, and r is the Pearson correlation coefficient between the measured and
predicted values [96].

3. Results and Analysis
3.1. Comparison of RAI Estimation Results

The MLR, MLP neural nets, RF, and SVR methods were used to construct the RAI
estimation model. These four models were used to estimate the RAI of the plot area.
Figure 5 shows the distribution of RAI in the plot.
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Figure 5. Calculate RAI distribution of the sample plot using: (a) UAV image; (b) the MLR model;
(c) the MLP neural nets model; (d) the RF model; and (e) the SVR model.

According to RAI ≤ 0.1 (I), 0.1 < RAI ≤ 0.2 (II), 0.2 < RAI ≤ 0.3 (III), 0.3 < RAI ≤ 0.4
(IV), and RAI > 0.4 (V), the RAI of the sample plot was divided into five levels. The area of
the RAI estimated by different methods is shown in Table 1. The RAI index of the sample
plot interpreted and measured from the UAV image is the validation data. The sum of the
areas of levels IV and V is 4.89 × 104 m2, accounting for 19.56% of the total sample plot
area, and the areas of levels I and II are 17.66 × 104 m2, accounting for 70.64% of the total
sample plot area.
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Table 1. The area of different RAI levels was calculated and compared.

Model
RAI Level (I)

RAI ≤ 0.1
(II)

0.1 < RAI ≤ 0.2
(III)

0.2 < RAI ≤ 0.3
(IV)

0.3 < RAI ≤ 0.4
(V)

RAI > 0.4

Validation 13.12 4.54 2.45 1.62 3.27
MLR 8.54 7.22 5.53 2.71 1.00

MLP Neural Nets 9.44 7.96 3.51 1.82 2.27
RF 11.25 6.18 3.38 1.73 2.46

SVR 9.19 8.01 3.38 1.94 2.48

The unit of data in the table is 104 m2.

It can be seen from Table 1 that there are certain differences in the RAI predicted
by different methods. The prediction data of the MLR model have large errors with
the validation data at each level. For predicting the area of level V, the accuracy of the
three machine learning models is similar. Yet, they are about 30% smaller than the validation
data. The area of level IV predicted by the machine learning model is very close to the
verification data, and the difference between the prediction result of the RF model and the
reality is only 0.11 × 104 m2. In the validation data, the area of level III is 2.45 × 104 m2.
The prediction data of the machine learning model are larger than the validation data, and
RF and SVR are 3.38 × 104 m2, which are the closest to the validation data. The prediction
accuracy for level II is the lowest, and the error of MLR, MLP neural nets, and SVR models
is more than 50%. RF is also the model with the highest accuracy for predicting the area of
level I.

The predicted value is always smaller than the verified value when RAI > 0.4 or
RAI ≤ 0.1. The result is the opposite when 0.1 < RAI ≤ 0.4. The predicted value always
tends to be the middle number. Comparing the prediction results of four models, it can be
seen that the performance of MLP neural nets is obviously superior to the MLR model, but
it is not the best method to estimate RAI. The RF is the model with the highest accuracy,
and its prediction results are the closest to reality.

Twenty points were randomly selected in the sample plot, and the prediction results
of the four models are shown in Figure 6. The results show that four models, MLR, MLP
neural nets, RF, and SVR, can estimate RAI using satellite images in the study area. On the
whole, the estimated results of the model are slightly smaller than the UAV measurement
data, especially when the RAI is more significant than 0.35. The estimation results of the
RF model are most similar to the UAV measurements.
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3.2. Accuracy Assessment and Comparison

To illustrate the accuracy of estimating grassland RAI by various models at the study
site, Figure 7 shows scatterplots of predicted versus verified RAI. It can be observed that
the RF model has the highest saturation level.
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Figure 7. Comparison between the measured and predicted RAI using: (a) the MLR model; (b) the
MLP neural nets model; (c) the RF model; and (d) the SVR model.

The four models were used to predict the RAI of the plots, and the predictions were
compared with the validation data to calculate the four statistical criteria. The results of
the RAI estimation on the Sentinel-2A dataset using MLR, MLP neural nets, RF, and SVR
models are shown in Table 2. It shows that the prediction performance of the nonlinear
machine learning model is significantly better than the linear regression model. Comparing
the three machine learning models, RF model has the highest goodness of fit and the best
performance (R2 = 0.8263, RWI = 0.8210, LCCC = 0.8916, RMSE = 0.0840, MAE = 0.0549),
followed by the SVR model (R2 = 0.6921, RWI = 0.7191, LCCC = 0.8195, RMSE = 0.1118,
MAE = 0.0862), the MLP neural nets model (R2 = 0.6593, RWI = 0.6978, LCCC = 0.7899,
RMSE = 0.1319, MAE = 0.0803). In contrast, the lowest goodness of fit was found for the
MLR model (R2 = 0.3983, RWI = 0.6164, LCCC = 0.2695, RMSE = 0.1563, MAE = 0.1177).

Table 2. Validation results of the RAI model.

RAI Model R2 RWI LCCC RMSE MAE

MLR 0.3983 0.6164 0.5695 0.1563 0.1177
MLP Neural Nets 0.6593 0.6978 0.7899 0.1319 0.0803

RF 0.8263 0.8210 0.8916 0.0840 0.0549
SVR 0.6921 0.7191 0.8195 0.1118 0.0862
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4. Discussion
4.1. Advances and Innovations in This Study

In past research, the density of rodent holes [35], effective hole density [31], hole
coefficient [39], bare soil spot density [34], and other indices were calculated to evaluate
the population of grassland rodents or the impact of rodent activities on the grassland.
However, these indices could not well reflect the impact of rodent activities on grassland.
The RAI index was proposed for the first time in this study. It indicates the extent of the
impact of rodent activity on the surface landscape in an area. This may provide a theoretical
basis for future research.

In addition, traditional field surveys always take a long time, and it is difficult and
error-prone to manually measure the area of rodent mounds [97]. The UAV measurement
technology can map fine rodent holes and rodent mounds, so it can accurately estimate the
RAI [47]. However, UAV endurance is short, which means it cannot support RAI estimation
in large areas or for multiple periods [98]. Satellite imagery cannot be directly used to
obtain RAI information, such as rodent holes and mounds, because its spatial resolution is
much lower than that of UAV imagery. The main innovation of this study is to establish
the relationship between satellite remote sensing and UAV remote sensing. This study
is an exploration of estimating RAI using satellite remote sensing, which has rarely been
reported in previous studies. The machine learning model combining UAV and satellite
remote sensing proposed in this study is successful and has high fitting accuracy.

4.2. Select Input Variables for the Model

In existing research, NDVI, SAVI, NDWI, NDBI, and other spectral indexes are widely
used [50,52,76]. However, the situation in a rodent activity area is much more complex than
that of single vegetation coverage, so there is no conclusive conclusion on which factors
have an influence on RAI, and the causal mechanism of various factors affecting RAI is
unclear [48]. It is difficult to select the characteristic variables of the model. The SVR, RF,
and MLP algorithms selected in this study are non-causal machine learning methods. There
are no strict requirements for the causal mechanism of the input factors and independent
variables, and the invalid factors have little impact on the regression results [99]. The MLR
model can also gradually eliminate the variables with a small correlation. Therefore, as
many input variables as possible are selected in this study and then processed by models
with judgment and learning ability. This study selected 24 factors as input variables.

However, the MLP neural network model is susceptible to collinearity issues when
there are a lot of feature variables. This is the reason why the accuracy of MLP neural
nets is not high in this study. This is consistent with Zhang’s research results [100]. The
advantage of the RF model is that it can handle high-dimensional data without repeatedly
tuning parameters. Even if some feature variables are missing, the accuracy of the final
result can be maintained. Its main advantages are strong generalization, low collinearity
and outlier sensitivity, and difficulty in overfitting. This is consistent with the research
results of Han, who pointed out that compared with traditional methods, random forest is
not easily influenced by environmental noise and has high prediction accuracy [101].

4.3. Effectiveness of Machine Learning for Estimating RAI in Alpine Grassland

Because rodents are engaged in uninterrupted activities, it is difficult to obtain infor-
mation directly about rodent activities [51]. It is still challenging to estimate grassland RAI
using satellite remote sensing data in alpine grassland. In this study, four models were
established to estimate RAI in alpine grassland. R2, RWI, LCCC, RMSE, and MAE were
used to evaluate the estimation effect.

The prediction results of all four models are slightly smaller than the UAV validation
data, especially when the RAI is more significant than 0.35. The reason is that the grass
has some occlusions for the rodent hole and the rodent mound, but the resolution of the
satellite image is so low that it is impossible to make a judgment close to that of the UAV
image. The R2 and LCCC of the MLR model are 0.3983 and 0.2695, respectively, which
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not only shows that the linear regression model is unsuitable for grassland RAI remote
sensing estimation but also indicates that the linear relationship between grassland RAI
and spectral index is not apparent. This coincides with Melis’s research [102]. On the con-
trary, the three nonlinear regression machine learning models showed better performance
(R2 = 0.6593–0.8263; LCCC = 0.7899–0.8916), indicating an evident nonlinear relationship
between grassland RAI and Sentinel-2A satellite remote sensing data. This result is in
agreement with the findings reported in Reference [103].

4.4. Shortcomings and Prospects

This study was carried out in a sample plot, and good results were obtained, which
verified the effectiveness of using remote sensing technology to estimate alpine grassland
RAI. It provides a high-efficiency and low-cost research idea for the next step to estimate
the alpine grassland RAI on a large scale and in multiple stages. According to the research
of Pei [104], there will be some new problems to be solved when small-scale research is
promoted to large scale.

In the stage of processing the UAV image data, the traces of rodent activity are
interpreted manually. Although the accuracy is high and the closest to the natural situation,
the efficiency is very low. In order to realize the modeling of a larger area, the method of
extracting rat activity traces from UAV images needs to be improved to improve efficiency
while ensuring accuracy.

The sample plots selected for this study have flat terrain and few types of land cover,
including only grassland, roads, and streams. The interference of the model is small, which
ensures high prediction accuracy. However, it is unavoidable to encounter complex terrain
or many land cover types when the study area is large, which may affect the performance of
the model [99]. Therefore, in the next research plan, we will try to eliminate the interference
of other land covers. In addition, the model is optimized by combining various algorithms
to further improve the estimation accuracy and applied to estimate alpine grassland RAI
on a large scale.

5. Conclusions

This study investigates using Sentinel-2A satellite remote sensing multispectral and
UAV images to estimate the RAI of alpine grassland. In addition, four models, including
MLR, MLP neural nets, RF, and SVR, were investigated and compared. Based on the
findings of this study, the following conclusions are drawn.

(1) Compared to MLR, MLP, and SVR, the RF model can provide the highest prediction
accuracy for estimating the RAI of alpine grassland.

(2) The nonlinear relationship between RAI and the satellite spectral index is apparent.
Therefore, the machine learning model with nonlinear solid fitting ability is suitable
for estimating the RAI of alpine grassland.

(3) The alpine grassland RAI estimation model constructed by satellite remote sensing data
can quantitatively describe the rodent activity in a certain area, which can provide theo-
retical and technical support for further monitoring of rodent control in alpine grassland.
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