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Abstract: The proposal for a method of identifying the occurrence of desertification that has a strong
association with in situ data leads to more assertive results when analysing the contribution of
climate and social and economic factors to advancing the process. This study aimed to develop a
methodology called the RisDes_Index to evaluate the evolution of the desertification process based
on satellite data. The concept of the RisDes_Index method was based on the reflectance variables of
the R, B and G bands, albedo and LAI of the Landsat 5/TM and Landsat 8/OLI satellites. Principal
component analysis was used to assess the biophysical basis of the RisDes_Index by associating the
results with micrometeorological data, physical and chemical properties, and vegetation cover data
collected from five experimental sites in the semi-arid region of Brazil. These sites included one
from a seasonally dry forest (i.e., the Caatinga), an agricultural cactus plantation, an area undergoing
desertification, and two irrigated sugarcane crops (wetlands), one with and one without straw cover.
The RisDes_Index was applied to all pixels of the images from 5 December 1991, 14 November 2001,
20 November 2009 and 6 October 2016 of an important desertification nucleus (DN) in the semi-arid
region of Brazil, i.e., the DN of Cabrobó. The proposed RisDes_Index was able to identify areas with
significant processes of desertification, which mainly occur in areas of sandy, acidic, bare soils with a
high β value (Bowen ratio) and high soil temperature. The results of the RisDes_Index showed that in
5 December 1991, desertified areas comprised 38% of the total area of the DN of Cabrobó, expanding
to 51% in 2016. Application of the RisDes_Index confirmed the advance of desertification in the DN
of Cabrobó. This was due to a consequent increase in the water deficit and intensified deforestation
to increase the areas of livestock farming. The RisDes_Index proved to be a robust method, as its
estimation based on simple satellite products exhibited a strong association with biophysical variables
of areas with different land uses and degradation levels. Thus, it is suggested that the RisDes_Index
be applied in various regions of the world, with the idea of directing action to meet the advance
of desertification.

Keywords: semi-arid region; Landsat; climate change

1. Introduction

Desertification is an environmental problem that occurs throughout the world and has
been increasingly discussed over the last 50 years due to its impact on the environment,
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the economy and society [1–3]. Desertification is characterised as land degradation in arid,
semi-arid and dry sub-humid areas, resulting from climate factors and human activity.
Desertification currently affects more than one-third of the world’s surface, including such
countries as China, South Africa, the United States of America, Mexico, Marrocos, Australis
Argentina and Brazil [4–6].

In Brazil, desertification is more evident in the semi-arid region of the northeast, where
the nuclei of desertification (DNs) are found [7] and where the processes of degradation are
considered irreversible [8]. The DNs are areas of large patches of bare soil, with or without
vegetation, and with clear signs of soil erosion [9]. Six areas are characterised as DNs: the
Nucleus of Gilbués in Piauí, Irauçuba in Ceará, Cabrobó in Pernambuco, Seridó in Rio
Grande do Norte, Cariris Velhos in Paríba, and Sertão do São Francisco in Bahia, which
together covers an area of 55,000 km2 [4,10].

However, there is much controversy concerning the cause of desertification, which is
due to the different factors leading to its occurrence [11,12]. In Brazil, for example, deserti-
fication may have arisen in some regions due to the misuse of natural resources, such as
deforestation to use wood as a source of energy and to build fences and houses, inadequate
irrigation as a water supply for crops, and the lack of proper soil management [13,14]
and for reasons of climate, where the high atmospheric demand together with the low
rainfall regime generate an excessive water deficit, and cause deciduous behaviour in
the vegetation [9,15]. Desertification promotes a loss of soil fertility, a reduction in water
resources, a fall in biodiversity and a loss in soil productivity, which culminates in the land
being abandoned by producers due to its inability to produce [3,12,16,17].

For these reasons, it is essential to monitor and assess changes in the environment [14].
Careful evaluation based on indicators that detect the process of desertification allows for
proper planning and decision-making for control or adaptation [4,16]. Research is carried
out to measure and mitigate the effects of desertification using methodologies that use
remote sensing techniques, which allow greater scope and precision in monitoring the
progress of the desertification process [2,5,18,19].

One work that has become a reference in studies of desertification is that by Kosmas
et al. [20], who use indices to identify desertified areas around the Mediterranean and their
effects. This method by Kosmas et al. [20], shows good results in identifying desertified
areas [2,13,21] but comes up against the large number of necessary variables, which tends
to limit its use in other regions of the planet. As such, other methods that are efficient and
require a smaller number of variables must be developed to evaluate the desertification
process [4,6].

In this respect, remote sensing is a very useful tool for identifying environmental
variables that are associated with desertified areas and has become more and more popular
over the last 30 years [6,22,23]. In a study carried out on the Mongolian Plateau, Wei
et al. [24] developed a method for studying desertification based on the NDVI (Normalised
Difference Vegetation Index), α (land surface albedo), MSAVI (Modified Soil-Adjusted
Vegetation Index) and TGSI (Topsoil Grain Size Index). In this study, it was found that
these variables explain around 86% of the occurrence of desertification. The model that
considered only the albedo and NDVI showed good accuracy in regions with larger types
of vegetation cover. According to the authors, the efficiency of the proposed models is low
in semi-arid regions due to fluctuations in the leaf density of the vegetation throughout the
year. Another model that uses satellite products to identify areas in the process of desertifi-
cation is proposed by Pan and Li [25]; this considers the surface albedo and characteristics
of the vegetation but requires the albedo to be adjusted for the areas where the template
is applied. The characteristics of the caatinga vegetation compromise the applicability of
various models that are used to identify areas in the process of desertification [15,26].

Although there are methods for assessing the level of desertification of an area using
satellite products, none show their association with surface biophysical data that prove
the level of environmental degradation. The proposal of indicators that combine orbital
products that are in line with surface data can improve accuracy in identifying areas in an
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advanced process of desertification, thereby helping to mitigate environmental degradation.
We hypothesise that proposing a method for identifying the occurrence of desertification,
which is associated with in situ data, leads to more assertive results in judging the evolution
of this process and the contribution of climate and socio-economic factors. This study aimed
to develop a methodology for evaluating the evolution of the desertification process based
on satellite data. The specific objectives were: (i) to define an index based on orbital
products that are associated with micrometeorological data and biophysical data of the
vegetation and soil found in areas of the semi-arid region of Brazil (Caatinga, agricultural
cactus cultivation, irrigated crops and areas in the process of desertification); (ii) to compare
methods for analysing the sensitivity of areas to desertification; and (iii) to carry out a case
study with the application of the new method in an important desertification nucleus (DN,
i.e., DN of Cabrobó in the State of Pernambuco) in the semi-arid region of Brazil.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Experimental Sites

In situ and satellite data from five experimental sites under different types of land use
were used to validate the model RisDes_Index. The database used was collected during
the years 2015, 2016, 2017 and 2018. The first three sites are located in the municipality of
Floresta in the state of Pernambuco in the semi-arid region of Brazil (Figure 1), comprising
an area of Caatinga (native vegetation), a plantation of cactus (Opuntia stricta (Haw.)
Haw.) (agricultural cultivation under rainfed) and a deforested area in the process of
desertification. The climate of the municipality is semi-arid, with an annual air temperature
of 26.1 ◦C, rainfall of around 489.3 mm year−1 and seasonal rains concentrated from
December to April. The mean annual potential evapotranspiration is 1646 mm per year,
with an annual water deficit of 1023 mm. The predominant soil is classified as a Chromic
Luvisol. The other two sites are located in the municipality of Juazeiro in the state of Bahia
in the semi-arid region of Brazil (Figure 1) and are composed of irrigated sugarcane crops
with and without the maintenance of straw above ground. The climate of the municipality
is semi-arid, with rainfall of 513 mm year−1, mainly distributed between December and
April, and atmospheric demand of 1887 mm year−1. The soil is classified as a Vertisol.

The area of Caatinga (CAA) (9◦30′36′′ S; 40◦22′5′′ W; 401 m) includes a wide variety
of species, which comprise the herbaceous, shrub and arboreal strata, often with a height
of less than 7 m, where the vegetation is sparse with a predominance of endemic and
deciduous species. It is worth noting that in the past, this area underwent various cycles of
selective wood extraction for domestic consumption and the construction of corrals and
fences. An area of 10 ha was considered in this study (Figure 2). The second experimental
site (9◦30′36′′ S; 40◦22′15′′ W; 401 m) is located 1.5 km from the first site and 0.5 km from
the third. It is composed of a cultivated area of cactus (CAC), in this case, the clone
‘Orelha de Elefante Mexicana’, genus Opuntia. The crop was established in August 2014
at a spacing of 2.0 × 0.50 m. Crop management is systematic and includes weeding and
fertilising whenever necessary, with harvesting carried out annually. The CAC site has an
area of 1.1 ha.

The third experimental site (9◦30′36′′ S; 40◦22′15′′ W; 401 m), with an area of 3 ha
under desertification (DES), previously consisted of Caatinga vegetation, deforested for
agricultural activity more than 80 years earlier. It currently comprises low grasses and
exposed soil (Figure 2). More details of the three experimental sites can be obtained from
Queiroz et al. [27]. The fourth and fifth sites, with sugarcane, are composed of two adjacent
experimental plots (Figure 2), each with 5.0 ha, harvested manually; the first (9◦30′36′′ S;
40◦22′15′′ W; 401 m) immediately after burning (CANENS), and the second with ‘raw
sugarcane’ (no burning) (CANEWS) (9◦30′43′′ S; 40◦22′20′′ W; 401 m). More details of the
two experimental sites can be obtained from Souza et al. [28].
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and (e,f)—air temperature.  
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Mission, and Tair is the air temperature. (a,b)—digital elevation from STRM, (c,d)—annual rainfall,
and (e,f)—air temperature.



AgriEngineering 2024, 6 1154AgriEngineering 2024, 6, FOR PEER REVIEW  5 
 

 

 
Figure 2. Location of the experimental areas (a,e) of Caatinga (CAA, (b)) and cactus (CAC, (c)), an 
area under desertification (DES, (d)) in the district of Floresta, Pernambuco, and an area of sugarcane 
with a ground cover of straw (CANEWS, (f)) and with no ground cover (CANENS, (g)) in the district 
of Juazeiro, Bahia, Brazil. 

2.2. Data In Situ Collected from the Experimental Sites 
Micrometeorological data were collected for the energy balance above the surface, 

and soil samples were obtained to determine the physical and chemical properties. For 
this, the five experimental sites were equipped with towers including low-frequency 
measurement systems for measuring the temperature (Tair, °C), relative humidity (RH, 
%), soil heat flux (G, MJ m−2 day−1), net radiation (Rn, MJ m−2 day−1) and rainfall (R, mm). 
For Tair and RH, thermo-hygrometers (HMP155A, Campbell Scientific, Inc., Logan, UT, 
USA) were installed at two heights above the vegetated surface, the first at 0.50 m and the 
second at 2.0 m. To measure G, a heat flux plate (HFT3-REBS, Campbell Scientific, Inc., 
Logan, UT, USA) was placed in the ground at a depth of 0.05 m. Furthermore, soil tem-
perature was measured above and below the heat flux plate at 0.02 and 0.07 m, respec-
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two depths. The net radiometer (RNLITE, Campbell Scientific, Inc., Logan, UT, USA) for 
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Logan, UT, USA) every 10 min.  

Figure 2. Location of the experimental areas (a,e) of Caatinga (CAA, (b)) and cactus (CAC, (c)), an
area under desertification (DES, (d)) in the district of Floresta, Pernambuco, and an area of sugarcane
with a ground cover of straw (CANEWS, (f)) and with no ground cover (CANENS, (g)) in the district
of Juazeiro, Bahia, Brazil.

2.2. Data In Situ Collected from the Experimental Sites

Micrometeorological data were collected for the energy balance above the surface, and
soil samples were obtained to determine the physical and chemical properties. For this, the
five experimental sites were equipped with towers including low-frequency measurement
systems for measuring the temperature (Tair, ◦C), relative humidity (RH, %), soil heat flux
(G, MJ m−2 day−1), net radiation (Rn, MJ m−2 day−1) and rainfall (R, mm). For Tair and
RH, thermo-hygrometers (HMP155A, Campbell Scientific, Inc., Logan, UT, USA) were
installed at two heights above the vegetated surface, the first at 0.50 m and the second
at 2.0 m. To measure G, a heat flux plate (HFT3-REBS, Campbell Scientific, Inc., Logan,
UT, USA) was placed in the ground at a depth of 0.05 m. Furthermore, soil temperature
was measured above and below the heat flux plate at 0.02 and 0.07 m, respectively. The
average soil temperature (Tsoil) was obtained by averaging the values at the two depths.
The net radiometer (RNLITE, Campbell Scientific, Inc., Logan, UT, USA) for measuring the
Rn and the rain gauge (TE525-L, Campbell Scientific, Inc., Logan, UT, USA) were installed
at the top of the micrometeorological towers. Data were collected every 60 s, and the mean



AgriEngineering 2024, 6 1155

values were stored in a datalogger (CR1000, Campbell Scientific, Inc., Logan, UT, USA)
every 10 min.

The effects of advection, energy storage in the canopy and biomass, and the energy
used in photosynthesis were not considered [29]. Therefore, based on the principle of
energy conservation, the surface partition can be estimated using Equation (1) [30]:

Rn= LE + H+Gsoil (1)

where Rn—net radiation (W m−2); LE—latent heat flux (W m−2); H—sensible heat flux
(W m−2) and Gsoil—soil heat flux (W m−2).

LE and H were estimated using the surface energy balance based on the Bowen ratio.
These estimates were made using Equations (2) and (3) [30].

LE =
Rn − Gsoil

1 + β
(2)

H =
β (Rn − Gsoil)

1 + β
(3)

where β is the Bowen ratio.
β was calculated from Equation (4) [31].

β =
H
LE

= γ
∆T
∆e

(
Cp

λ0.622

)(
∆T
∆e

)
(4)

where λ is the latent heat of vaporisation; γ is the psychrometric constant; ∆T and ∆e are the
differences in temperature and water vapour pressure at the two measuring heights above
the surface, respectively; Cp is the specific heat at constant pressure (1004.67 J kg−1 K−1);
0.622 represents the molecular weight ratio of water and dry air.

Bowen ratio, LE and H values were submitted to quality control, seeking to meet the
criteria described by Perez et al. (1999). The values of LE and H were estimated for the
period of positive available energy (Rn − Gsoil > 0), according to Silva et al. [31].

The physical and chemical properties of the soil were determined for the five sites from
disturbed and undisturbed samples collected every 0.10 m to a depth of 0.60 m, as described
by Silva et al. [32]. Sampling was carried out in the five experimental areas from January
2015 to August 2018, over an average period of three months, aiming to characterise the
soil properties in the dry and rainy periods and in the dry–rainy transition, and which also
included dates representative of satellite images. The physical properties of the soil were
field capacity at a pressure of 0.03 MPa (FC, dag kg−1), permanent wilting point at 15 MPa
(WP, dag kg−1), bulk density and particle density (BD and PD, kg dm−3), total porosity (TP,
%) and the total sand (Sand, g kg−1), silt (Silt, g kg−1) and clay (Clay, g kg−1) fractions [33].
The chemical properties of the soil were electrical conductivity (EC, dS m−1), hydrogen
potential in water (pH) and organic carbon content (OC, g kg−1), the levels of available
phosphorus (P, mg dm−3), potassium (K+, cmolc kg−1) and sodium (Na+, cmolc kg−1),
copper (Cu2+, mg kg−1), iron (Fe, mg kg−1), manganese (Mn, mg kg−1) and zinc (Zn2+,
mg kg−1), calcium (Ca2+, cmolc kg−1) and magnesium (Mg2+, cmolc kg−1), potential acidity
(H++Al3+, cmolc kg−1), bases saturation (V, %) sum of bases (SB, cmolc kg−1) and cation
exchange capacity (CEC, cmolc kg−1) [33].

2.3. Collecting and Processing the Orbital Data from the Experimental Sites

In the present study, images from the Landsat 5/TM and 8/OLI satellites were used.
The characteristics of the images from both satellites can be found in Table 1. The images
covering the experimental sites during the years of in situ data collection (2015 to 2018)
are presented in Table 2. Only the dates that met the following criteria were considered:
clouds smaller than 10%, consistent data from Bowen ratio, LE and H, and dates close to
the days of soil collection for analysis of physical and chemical properties. The projection
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is Datum WGS 1984/UTM/Zone 24 South. Image collection, processing of orbital products
and index calculations for the experimental sites were operated for twenty pixels around
each micrometeorological tower via cloud processing of the Google Earth Engine (GEE)
platform, according to the script available in Software availability. The extracted raster file
was processed using QGis software version 3.12, as described by Melo et al. [34].

Table 1. Characteristics of the Landsat 5/TM and Landsat 8/OLI satellites.

Landsat Sensor Multispectral
Band

Spectral
Resolution

Spatial
Resolution

Temporal
Resolution Imaged Area Radiometric

Resolution

5
TM

(Thematic
Mapper)

Band 1—
Visible (Blue) 0.45–0.52 µm

30 m

16 days 185 km 8 bits

Band 2—
Visible (Green) 0.52–0.60 µm

Band 3—
Visible (Red) 0.63–069 µm

Band 4—
Near-Infrared

(NIR)
0.76–0.90 µm

Band 5—
Short-Wave

Infrared (SWIR)
1.55–1.75 µm

Band 6—
Thermal 10.4–12.5 µm 120 m

Band 7—
Mid-Infrared

(MIR)
2.08–2.35 µm 30 m

8
OLI

(Operational
Land Imager)

Band 1—
Coastal/Aerosol 0.43–0.45 µm

30 m

16 days 185 km 12 bits

Band 2—
Visible (Blue) 0.45–0.51 µm

Band 3—
Visible (Green) 0.53–0.59 µm

Band 4—
Visible (Red) 0.64–0.67 µm

Band 5—
Near-Infrared

(NIR)
0.85–0.88 µm

Band 6—
Short-Wave

Infrared (SWIR 1)
1.57–1.65 µm

Band 7—
Short-Wave

Infrared (SWIR 2)
2.11–2.29 µm

Band 8—
Panchromatic

(PAN)
0.50–0.68 µm 15 m

Band 9—
Cirrus 1.36–1.39 µm 30 m
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Table 2. Dates of the collected images for the Landsat 8/OLI and Landsat 5/TM satellites. * Images
used for the application of the RisDes_Index model for intercomparison between methods and to
evaluate the evolution of the desertification process in the DN of Cabrobó.

Landsat 8/OLI

Image 1 2 3 4
Date 1 January 2015 15 April 2015 2 September 2015 4 October 2015

Image 5 6 7 8
Date 20 October 2015 21 November 2015 7 December 2015 2 May 2016

Image 9 10 11 12
Date 20 September 2016 6 October 2016 * 23 November 2016 24 December 2016

Image 13 14 15 16
Date 18 May 2017 6 March 2017 10 October 2017 23 December 2017

Image 17 18
Data 22 June 2018 8 July 2018

Landsat 5/TM
Image 1 2 3
Date 5 December 1991 * 4 November 2001 * 20 November 2009 *

2.4. Satellite Products from the Experimental Sites

All the steps for image processing and product generation using the Landsat 5/TM
and Landsat 8/OLI images are shown in Figure 3.
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From the image data, radiances at the level of each band of the Landsat 5/TM and
Landsat 8/OLI sensor systems were quantified using radiometric coefficients relating to
radiance, available in the metadata files for each of the images.

The process of converting grey levels (digital number—DN = 255 grey levels) into
spectral radiance was carried out in front of the Landsat 5/TM sensor. The conversion pro-
cess was in accordance with the minimum and maximum radiance calibration coefficients,
and spectral solar irradiances of each band at the top-of-atmosphere (TOA) proposed by
Chander and Markham [35] and Chander et al. [36].

Equation (5) was used for the spectral radiance in each band of the Landsat 8/OLI [36,37]:

Lb Land 8 = Addrad b + Multrad b × DN (5)

where Addrad b—additive term, and Multrad b—multiplicative term, both relative to radi-
ance, extracted from the metadata files of each OLI image; DN—digital number, i.e., the
intensity of each pixel and band (4096 grey levels). The reflectance (OLI) was determined
as per Equation (6).

rb Land 8 =
(Addref b + Multref b × DN)

cos θ×dr
(6)

where rb Land 8 (W m−2 sr−1 µm−1)—monochromatic reflectance for each pixel in each
band; the terms Addref b and Multref b belong to the radiometric rescaling group, specifi-
cally reflectance Add band (equal to −0.1) and reflectance_mult_band (equal to 0.00002),
respectively, presented in the metadata of each Landsat 8/OLI image; DN—digital number,
i.e., the intensity of each pixel and band, θ—is the solar zenith angle at the data acquisition
time, and dr—is the Earth–Sun distance in astronomical units, as per Equation (7) [38]:

dr = 1 + 0.033 × cos
(

DSA × 2 × π

365

)
(7)

where DSA—Julian date. The annual mean value of dr is equal to 1 and ranges from 0.97 to
1.03. The cosine of the solar zenith angle (θ, dimensionless) was obtained from the solar
elevation (E, degrees), available in the image metadata files, as shown in Equation (8).

cos θ =cos
(

π

2
− E

)
= sin(E) (8)

The weighting coefficients for each image band were then determined as per the
methodology proposed by Chander and Markham [35], Chander et al. [36] and Silva
et al. [37]. This requires the solar constant (W m−2 µm−1) associated with each of the OLI
reflective bands, which is calculated from Equation (9).

kb Land8 =
π× Lb Land8

rb Land8×cos θ×dr
(9)

where kb Land 8 (W m−2 µm−1) corresponds to the solar spectral irradiance of each of the
respective top-of-atmosphere (TOA) reflective bands of the Landsat 5/TM and Landsat
8/OLI.

The weighting (wb Land 8, dimensionless) of each OLI band was calculated using the
ratio between the kb Land 8 of that band and the sum of all the kb Land of the Landsat 5/TM
and Landsat 8/OLI [35,36,39,40], as seen in Equation (10). This weighting is used in
calculating the planetary albedo.

wb Land8 =
kb Land8

Σ kb Land8
(10)

The calculated weightings were used to determine the planetary albedo relating to
the image-processing step. It should be noted that this process is similar to that routinely
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carried out in the SEBAL and METRIC algorithm by various authors [36,37,41,42] using
TM images from Landsat 5.

The top-of-atmosphere albedo (αtoa) represents the amount of radiation reflected
from each pixel with no atmospheric correction, i.e., the linear combination of the spec-
tral reflectance of TM bands 1 to 5 and 7, and a combination of OLI bands 2 to 7, with
the respective OLI weightings (wb Land 8) as calculated by the previous equation. There-
fore, the planetary albedo is obtained by a similar estimation to that carried out by Silva
et al. [37] for the Landsat 8/OLI, as per the study by Silva et al. [40] for the Landsat 5/TM,
Equations (11) and (12), respectively.

αtoa = w2 · r2 + w3 · r3 + w4 · r4 + w5 · r5 + w6 · r6 + w7 ·r7 (11)

αtoa = 0.293r1+0.274r2+0.233r3+0.157r4+0.033r5+0.011r7 (12)

where numerical values are the Landsat 5/TM weight coefficients [40]; w2, w3, w4, w5,
w6 and w7 Land 8—weighting for each band; r2, r3, r4, r5, r6 and r7 Land 8—respective
reflectance of each band.

To better estimate the albedo values, they were corrected [37,40,41], as per Equation (13).

αsup =
αtoa −αatm

τsw
2 (13)

where αsup—surface albedo corrected for atmospheric effects; αatm—atmospheric re-
flectance, obtained from a radiative transfer model, and varies between 0.025 and 0.04 [43].
For the SEBAL model, a value of 0.03 has been recommended and was adopted in this
study [44]. τsw is the atmospheric transmissivity of solar radiation for days with clear
skies [43,45], calculated using Equation (14).

τsw= 0.35 + 0.627 × exp

[
− 0.00146 × Po

Kt × cos θ
− 0.075

(
W

cos θ

)0.4
]

(14)

where Po is the instantaneous atmospheric pressure (kPa); Kt is the atmospheric turbidity
coefficient (Kt = 1.0 for a bright and clear sky, and Kt = 0.5 for extremely turbid or polluted
air), as per Allen et al. [43,46]. For the present study, a value of Kt = 1.0 was used, as
suggested in various studies [37]; W is the precipitable water (mm), obtained as a function
of the instantaneous relative humidity Equation (15).

W =0.14 × ea × Po +2.1 (15)

2.5. Vegetation and Soil Indices from the Experimental Sites

Three vegetation and/or biophysics indices were adopted: NDVI (Normalised Differ-
ence Vegetation Index), SAVI (Soil-Adjusted Vegetation Index) and LAI (Leaf Area Index).
Using the classification proposed by Li et al. [47], the NDVI and SAVI indicate values that
characterise the degree of desertification (>0.6 none; 0.45–0.6 little; 0.25–0.45 moderate;
0.15–0.25 serious and 0–0.15 very serious). According to the classification proposed by
the same author, the LAI presents ranges that characterise desertification (>0.45 none;
0.35–0.45 little; 0.25–0.35 moderate; 0.10–0.25 serious; <0.10 very serious).

The NDVI was obtained from the ratio between the difference in reflectance in the
near-infrared (ρIV) and the red (ρV), by summing both values, as per Allen et al. [43]
(Equation (16)):

NDVI =
ρIV − ρV
ρIV + ρV

(16)

where ρIV and ρV correspond to the reflectances of the Landsat 8/OLI bands 5 and 4 and
the Landsat 5/TM bands 4 and 3, respectively.
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The SAVI, which seeks to mitigate the background effects of the soil, was estimated
using Equation (17) [48]:

SAVI =
(1 + L)(ρIV − ρV)

(L + ρIV + ρV)
(17)

where ρIV and ρV correspond to reflective bands 5 and 4 of the Landsat 8/OLI and Landsat
5/TM, respectively; L is the soil adjustment constant, which depends on the type of soil,
the most used value being 0.5 [40,49,50]. Allen et al. [46] and Silva et al. [51] employed a
value of 0.1; here, a value of L = 0.5 was used.

The LAI, which is related to surface biomass, was estimated using the SAVI. The
LAI was calculated using the method proposed by Allen et al. [46] and described by
Equation (18):

LAI = −
ln
(

0.69 − SAVI
0.59

)
0.91

(18)

The Topsoil Grain Size Index (TGSI) was developed by Xiao et al. [52] to characterise
the physical properties of topsoil. It is derived from the mean or effective diameter of
individual grains or mineral particles. The TGSI reflects the increase in topsoil grain size,
which has a positive correlation with the fine sand content of the topsoil. The more severe
the desertification, the coarser the grains. High values for TGSI are found in areas with a
high fine-sand content in the topsoil or a low proportion of clay–silt grains. The TGSI is
obtained with Equation (19).

TGSI =
(R − B)

(R + B + G)
(19)

where R corresponds to the reflectance of the red bands of the sensor, B is the blue band,
and G is the green band.

The normalised difference salinity index (NDSI) represents the surface characteristics
of the soil and takes into account the IRthermal and IRmid infrared bands. Negative values
or values close to zero supposedly show a susceptibility to soil salinisation, which is one of
the processes that occur in desertified environments [53] (Equation (20)).

NDSI =
[
(IVthermal − IVmid)
(IVmid + IVthermal)

]
(20)

In this study, the bare soil index (BSI) replaces the vegetation index, which is unreliable
in situations where the vegetation covers less than half the area [53] (Equation (21)).

BSI =
[
(IVthermal + IVnear) − (IVnear+R)
(IVthermal + IVnear) + (IVmid + G)

]
(0 < BSI < 200) (21)

For all the results obtained via satellite images, values were collected pixel by pixel
for temporal analysis of the variables. The value of the pixel was collected at the same
geographic coordinate of the micrometeorological monitoring towers. An exploratory
analysis of the data was conducted using a boxplot, and the index data were then compared
with the in situ data to analyse their associations using principal component analysis
(PCA) and to then identify the satellite products that best explain the differences between
the areas.

2.6. Exploratory Analysis of the Data

Exploratory analysis of the in situ set of data and the satellite indices was carried out
by boxplot, following the routine suggested by Ferreira et al. [14]. For the boxplot, the
minimum values or 1st quartile ‘Q1’ were calculated; the medians or 2nd quartile ‘Q2’
and the maximum or 3rd quartile ‘Q3’. Q1, therefore, indicates that 25% of the data are
equal to or less than Q1, and Q3 indicates that 25% of the data are equal to or greater
than Q3. The difference between Q1 and Q3 is the amplitude of the boxplot, called the
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Interquartile Range (IQR). Q2 envisages a central trend in the data, indicating the midpoint
of the distribution. Outliers occur outside the range of the lower (Li = Q1 − 1.5 × IQR) and
upper (Ls = Q3 − 1.5 × IQR) limits of the boxplot and were maintained in the study.

2.7. Association between the Satellite Products and the In Situ Data from the Experimental Sites

PCA was used to analyse the association between the in situ data and the satellite
indices, according to Jardim et al. [54]. The in situ data comprised the micrometeorological
data Rn, In and β. The soil data included CE, pH, OM, Ca, P, K, Na, C, Mg, Fe, Cu,
V and CEC (chemical), and FC, WP, BD, Sand, Silt and Clay. The satellite indexes data
considered the NDVI, α, TGSI, LAI, NDSI and BSI (physical) was from the average of
values from nine pixels around the towers. PCA was used to identify the variables that
best explain the RisDes_Index and, therefore, the occurrence of desertification. With PCA,
the covariance matrix is calculated, and the data are self-scaled. The eigenvectors display
the weightings for one principal component (PC) and the eigenvalues give the amount of
variance explained by their respective PC, such that PC1 > PC2 > PC3 and so on.

2.8. Proposal for the Model

Combining the variables from satellite images from 18 dates (Table 2) and the data
around the towers on the dates of each image in 2015, 2016, 2017 and 2018, those vari-
ables from satellite images that best represented the study sites using the RisDes_Index
were the albedo and LAI. Furthermore, the reflectance variable was selected as it well
represents the characteristics of the soil concerning its structure in the red, green and blue
bands [52], prime data used in various indices (e.g., NDVI and BSI). The proposed model,
i.e., RisDex_Index, and its respective variables can therefore be described by Equation (22):

RisDesIndex =

 (R − B)+(R+B)
(R+B+G)

× LAI

αsup

 (22)

where R—reflectance in the red band; B—reflectance in the blue band; G—reflectance in
the green band; LAI—Leaf Area Index; αsup—surface albedo.

The LAI represents the level of ground cover, and the albedo represents the surface
reflectance capacity [25]. Table 3 shows the range of values of the RisDes_Index used to
identify the risk of desertification.

Table 3. Value classes of the RisDes_Index.

Interval Class

0.0 < RisDes_Index ≤ 0.33 High level of desertification

Desertification

0.33 < RisDes_Index ≤ 0.66 Medium level of desertification
0.66 < RisDes_Index ≤ 1.0 Low level of desertification
1.0 < RisDes_Index ≤ 3.0 With some risk of desertification
3.0 < RisDes_Index ≤ 6.0 No risk

RisDes_Index > 6.0 No risk

2.9. Intercomparison between Methods and Evolution of the Desertification Process: A Case Study

For intercomparison of desertification risk assessment methods and to evaluate the
evolution of the desertification process in the DN of Cabrobó, the RisDes_Index model
and the other three methods were applied to all pixels of the images from 5 December
1991, 14 November 2001, 20 November 2009 and 6 October 2016 of the DN of Cabrobó.
The images were collected for the driest period of the year, aiming to minimise the effect
of rain on the vegetation cover (monthly precipitation less than 30 mm). The DN of
Cabrobó is located in the Sertão do São Francisco in the State of Pernambuco (Figure 1).
The results of the proposed RisDes_Index were compared using the DDI (Desertification
Determination Index) method suggested by Wei et al. [24]. This method indicates five levels
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of desertification: severe, high, medium, low and no desertification, and can be described
by Equation (23):

DDI = K × NDVI × αsup (23)

where K is determined by the slope of the linear regression function in the feature space.
Another model compared to the RisDes_Index was the method proposed by Pan

and Li [25], which characterises five different levels of desertification: no desertification,
mild desertification, moderate, severe and extremely severe, and can be described by
Equation (24):

I = a × LAI − αsup (24)

where a = (0.225) is a constant in the equation determined by linear regression between the
albedo and the vegetation present on the surface, as per Pan and Li [25].

The third model compared to the RisDes_Index was the method proposed by Xu
et al. [55], known as the Moving Standard Deviation Index (MSDI), which detects the
changes and classification through a decision tree based on predefined rules for the NDVI,
albedo and MSDI.

To evaluate the evolution of the desertification process in the DN of Cabrobó, the
RisDes_Index model was also applied to all pixels of the images from 5 December 1991,
14 November 2001, 20 November 2009 and 6 October 2016, and then calculated the variation
in the advancing desertification. These images were chosen to include years that most
reflected climate change and the evolution of socio-economic indicators for the 80s, 90s,
2000s and 2010s in the case study region. The variables NDVI, LAI, SAVI, albedo, TGSI, BSI
and NDSI were also calculated for the same dates. From the PCA, the results of the model
were found to group with the climate data and socio-economic data for the DN of Cabrobó,
according to Jardim et al. [54]. The climate data for the 1981–1991, 1992–2001, 2002–2009
and 2010–2016 series were taken from the digital platform of the Pernambuco Agency for
Water and Climate (APAC), and the economic data from the censuses were extracted from
the homepage of the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics (IBGE). The climate
data included the mean annual rainfall (R), reference evapotranspiration (ETo) [56] and
the water balance W (W = P − ETo); the socio-economic data were the animal population
(goats, sheep and cattle), planted areas and GDP (Gross Domestic Product).

3. Results
3.1. Exploratory Data Analysis

Figure 4 shows the boxplots of the variables obtained employing the satellite images
and in situ data. When checking Figure 4a, the values found for DES are in Q1; the limit
(Q3) was 0.5771, and Q1 was 0.1176; the median for this variable was 0.2491. The values
seen in Figure 4d–f are related to the vegetation indices and characterise the surface DES,
which has the lowest values about the other areas, with the values concentrated in Q1
for the three calculated indices NDVI, LAI and SAVI, with a median of 0.27, 0.32 and
0.25, respectively. The highest values for the three indices were found in CANEWS and
CANENS, with values of 0.74, 3.77 and 0.32. The lowest values, 0.11, 0.04 and 0.13, were
found in DES.

With the in situ data, low values were found for net radiation in the area of deserti-
fication (Figure 4i). Values at this site reached between 6.0 and 11.0 MJ m−2 day−1. For
CAA, the values ranged from 12.5 to 17.5 MJ m−2 day−1. On the other hand, for CAC,
CANEWS and CANENS, the values were all between 9.0 and 15.0 MJ m−2 day−1. Figure 4j
shows a more homogeneous distribution of the LE data, falling within the IQR, except
for CAA, CANENS and CANEWS, which show greater variation. The distribution of
the DES data was similar to that of the CAC, with values below 5.0 MJ m−2 day−1. The
median was 1.55 MJ m−2 day−1, and the maximum and minimum values were 16.30 and
0.0 MJ m−2 day−1, respectively.
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TGSI; (b). BSI—bare soil; (c). NDSI—normalised difference salinity index; (d). NDVI—Normalised
Difference Vegetation Index; (e). LAI—Leaf area index; (f). SAVI—Soil-Adjusted Vegetation Index;
(g). αsup —surface albedo; (h). Tsoil—soil temperature; (i). Rn—net radiation; (j). LE—latent soil
heat flux; (k). Bowen—Bowen ratio; and (l). RisDes_Index—proposed model) for the areas under
study (desertified area—DES, area of CAM plants—CAC, Caatinga—CAA, irrigated sugarcane with
straw—CANEWS, and irrigated sugarcane with no straw—CANENS).

Figure 4l shows the dispersion of the values of the RisDes_Index, which in DES had a
median of 1.02 and minimum and maximum values of 0.26 and 7.98, respectively. These
results reflect the higher percentage of bare soil and the higher surface albedo, as shown
in Figure 4c,g. Together, this information reinforces the theory that the RisDes_Index is
consistent in identifying areas at risk of desertification. All the values for CAC can be found
within Q2, whereas CANEWS and CANENS showed the greatest magnitudes relative to
the other surfaces.

3.2. Associating the Orbital Data with the In Situ Data

Using PCA, two components explained 84% of the variability in the data, with PC1
and PC2 accounting for 63% and 21%, respectively (Figure 5a,b). The red, blue and green
circles refer to the variables with the greatest contribution to the PC1, PC2 and PC3 axes,
respectively (axis not shown). Variables with the same colour show a high correlation
with each other, whether positive or negative. Variables further from the centre have
a greater contribution to their respective axis. Figure 5a shows that the RisDes_Index
had a positive association with the satellite indices NDVI, LAI, SAVI, TGSI and BSI and
a negative association with Tsoil, as well as with several physical properties of the soil
(e.g., positive—Clay and Silt, negative—Sand and BD) and chemical properties of the soil
(e.g., positive—pH, Ca and SB; negative—K, Mg and Na). Figure 5b shows a positive
correlation between CANENS and CANEWS (wetlands) but a negative correlation between
these and DES. Combining the results of Figure 5a,b, it can be seen that DES had a negative
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correlation with the RisDes_Index and a positive correlation with the β, Tsoil, K, Mg and
Sand variables, i.e., environments with higher values for these variables and lower values
for the RisDes_Index show a greater risk of desertification. CAA had a positive association
with OC and a negative association with Fe, Mn and Zn, and the area of cactus with α, P,
Cu, OM and Rn_In.
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Figure 5. (a) Multivariate principal component analysis of the in situ data (Electrical Conductivity—
EC, pH, Calcium—Ca, Organic matter—OM, Phosphorus—P, Potassium—K, Sodium—NA, Carbon—
C, Magnesium—Mg, Base Saturation—V, sum of bases—SB, Cation Exchange Capacity—CEC,
Copper—Cu, Iron—Fe, organic matter—OM, Field Capacity—FC, Wilting Point—WP, Particle
Density—PD, Bulk Density—BD, Clay, Silt, Sand, total porosity—TP, Tsoil—soil temperature,
RisDes_Index—proposed model, Rn—net radiation, LE—latent soil heat flux, and β—Bowen ratio)
and the orbital products (Leaf Area Index—LAI, Soil Adjusted Vegetation Index—SAVI, Normalised
Difference Vegetation Index—NDVI, Surface Albedo, Bare Soil—BSI, Topsoil Grain Size Index—TGSI,
and Normalised Difference Salinity Index—NDSI) (b) for five experimental areas: Caatinga (CAA),
cactus (CAC), an area under desertification (DES), an area of sugarcane with a ground cover of straw
(CANEWS) and an area of sugarcane with no ground cover (CANENS).

3.3. Identifying Areas under Desertification

In Figure 6, the values of the RisDes_Index for the five sites can be seen. The Ris-
Des_Index varies little in an environment under advancing desertification. For the de-
sertified area, the values of the RisDes_Index do not exceed 1.0, even during the rainy
season (January to May); however, during the drier months, the values of the RisDes_Index
were slightly lower compared to the rainy months. As such, a range of 0.0 to 1.0 was used
to characterise areas under advancing desertification, where the lower the value of the
RisDes_Index, the more intensified the process since there is an indication of a marked
reduction in LAI and an increase in albedo. Classes of advancing desertification were
therefore defined as high (up to 0.33), medium (up to 0.66) and low (up to 1.0).

The values found for the areas of cacti and Caatinga were greater than 1.0, mostly
exceeding 5.0 in the area of Caatinga on Date 2 (15 April 2015) (Figure 6). For the Caatinga,
the values fell within the 1.23 to 5.49 range, which, depending on the time of year, can
characterise an area of Caatinga with greater or lesser vegetation cover. Therefore, values
between approximately 1.0 and 3.0 may indicate sparse Caatinga and from 3.0 to 6.0 dense
Caatinga. Due to the low LAI, the risk of desertification in sparse Caatinga is greater when
combined with climate and socio-economic factors. In the area of cacti, the values were
mostly greater than 1.0 and less than 3.0, with the greatest seen on 3 June 2017. As the
values for the cacti are similar to those of the sparse Caatinga, the same range can be used
to identify this type of surface.
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Figure 6. Variation in the values of the RisDes_Index model for the desertified area—DES, for the
area of CAM plants—CAC, areas of Caatinga—CAA, irrigated sugarcane with straw—CANEWS,
and irrigated sugarcane with no straw—CANENS) from 2015 to 2018.

For areas of irrigated sugarcane with and without a ground cover of straw, the values
of the RisDes_Index are greater than 6.0. The wetland class was therefore created to include
values greater than 6.0. It is important to point out that, due to the sugarcane harvest
between Date 3 (2 September) and Date 4 (4 October 2015) (Figure 6), values approached
those noted for the surface under desertification since the soil is completely bare. This
result shows that to judge the level of desertification of a region, it is recommended that
different dates be used to analyse the stability of the data. An exploratory assessment of
the data can ensure complete identification of the areas of interest.

3.4. Intercomparison between the RisDes_Index and the Other Methods Using Satellite Products

When comparing the results of the RisDes_Index with the model by Wei et al. (2018), it
was found that for 5 December 1991, 14 November 2001, 20 November 2009 and 6 October
2016 there was an increase in the desertified areas of 6% using the RisDes_Index and 8%
using the methodology proposed by Wei et al. [24] (Table 4). The greatest differences
between the two methods were found for the class of sparse Caatinga. For the wetlands,
the values remained stable throughout the study period. With both models, the highest
index values were found for the image dated 29 October 2016. The model proposed by Xu
et al. [55] gave very similar results to the RisDes_Index and to the Wei et al. [24] method,
but with the RisDes_Index showing a higher % of the area at risk of desertification. The
Pan and Li [25] model showed the greatest disparity with the RisDes_Index.
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Table 4. Intercomparison between the RisDes_Index and the models by Wei et al. [24], Xu et al. [55]
and Pan and Li [25] expressed as a % of desertified areas (DA), sparse Caatinga (SC), dense Caatinga
(DC) and wetlands (WL).

RisDes_Index Wei et al. [24]

Year DA SC DC WL DA SC DC WL
1990 37 40 22 01 32 38 28 02
2001 35 39 24 02 33 39 26 02
2009 37 32 29 02 35 34 29 02
2016 43 28 28 01 40 39 20 01

Xu et al. [55] Pan and Li [25]

Ano DA SC DC WL DA SC DC WL
1990 34 36 30 00 28 40 32 00
2001 33 37 28 02 31 39 28 02
2009 39 32 27 02 30 39 29 02
2016 40 35 25 00 36 39 25 00

3.5. Vegetation Indicators and Evolution of the Desertification Process in the DN of Cabrobó

The spatio-temporal analysis carried out on 5 December 1991, 14 November 2001,
20 November 2009 and 6 October 2016 sought to check the variation in the indices of
vegetation and albedo in the DN of Cabrobó. Knowing this information makes it possible
to judge the intensity of the desertification process in the area. Looking at the albedo maps
(Figure 7), the values increase between 5 December 1991 and 6 October 2016. Albedo values
that were in the 0.2 to 0.3 range increased by 40%; in the 0.1 and 0.2 range, they decreased
by 5% over the study period, indicating an increase in the areas of soil with little or no
vegetation. As stated in various studies of the semi-arid region of Brazil [51], an increase in
the areas with little or no vegetation helps to advance the desertification process.

When the LAI maps were analysed, a variation of between 0.0 and 0.9 m2 m−2 was
seen, as well as a considerable reduction in vegetation cover in the region, especially in
the districts of Floresta, Itacuruba, and Belém do São Francisco. For the observed dates,
the LAI in around 70% of the area is in the 0.5 to 0.1 range, showing little vegetation cover
for the desertification nucleus of Cabrobó. The highest values for the LAI are found in
agricultural areas and areas of denser caatinga, which correspond to 9% of the area under
study. Values for the SAVI of between 0.05 and 0.9 were found.

From the maps in Figure 7, a reduction can be seen in the values of SAVI over the
years, except for 2009, when values reached 0.6 in around 80% of the area on that date.
These results may be associated with a greater rainfall depth. Rainfall is one of the factors
that most interfere with this type of analysis in the caatinga biome [10]. Both 2001 and 2009
were the wettest in the region between the years under evaluation (1991, 2001, 2009 and
2016). In 2009, the districts of Cabrobó, Orocó, and Belém do São Francisco were the wettest.
A rainfall depth of 159.1 mm was found for the region (during three months). These depths
affect the LAI, NDVI, SAVI and albedo. Taking the rainfall volume into account is very
important when intending to verify the variability of the Caatinga vegetation since the
response of this vegetation to the presence of water is very dynamic.

The NDVI, as well as the LAI and SAVI, showed a reduction over time in the study
region and, consequently, an increase in albedo. The highest values were seen on 5 De-
cember 1991, with around 70% of the area showing a value between 0.3 and 0.9. On the
other hand, for 6 October 2016, 67% of the area had NDVI values in the 0.1 and 0.2 range.
The bare soil, TGSI and NDSI indices showed an increasing trend, with the bare soil index
showing the highest values, with increases reaching 15% between 1991 and 2016. The TGSI,
which identifies the amount of fine sand on the surface, increased by 13%, with the greatest
values in 2016.
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Figure 7. Spatio-temporal analysis of the vegetation indices for the desertification nucleus of Cabrobó,
Pernambuco, Brazil (surface albedo, Leaf Area Index—LAI, Normalised Difference Vegetation Index—
NDVI, Soil Adjusted Vegetation Index—SAVI, Bare Soil Index—BSI, Topsoil Grain Size Index—TGSI,
and Normalised Difference Salinity Index—NDSI) for 5 December 1991, 14 November 2001, 20
November 2009 and 6 October 2016).

From applying the model to the dates (5 December 1991, 14 November 2001, 20
November 2009 and 6 October 2016), changes in the surface pattern were identified for the
DN of Cabrobó (Figure 8). The results show that the desertified areas, 38% on 5 December
1991, increased to 51% in 6 October 2016, corresponding to an area of 1185.99 km2. A
reduction in the areas of Caatinga of the order of 20% was identified over this period.



AgriEngineering 2024, 6 1168

AgriEngineering 2024, 6, FOR PEER REVIEW  19 
 

 

The NDVI, as well as the LAI and SAVI, showed a reduction over time in the study 
region and, consequently, an increase in albedo. The highest values were seen on 5 De-
cember 1991, with around 70% of the area showing a value between 0.3 and 0.9. On the 
other hand, for 6 October 2016, 67% of the area had NDVI values in the 0.1 and 0.2 range. 
The bare soil, TGSI and NDSI indices showed an increasing trend, with the bare soil index 
showing the highest values, with increases reaching 15% between 1991 and 2016. The 
TGSI, which identifies the amount of fine sand on the surface, increased by 13%, with the 
greatest values in 2016.  

From applying the model to the dates (5 December 1991, 14 November 2001, 20 No-
vember 2009 and 6 October 2016), changes in the surface pattern were identified for the 
DN of Cabrobó (Figure 8). The results show that the desertified areas, 38% on 5 December 
1991, increased to 51% in 6 October 2016, corresponding to an area of 1185.99 km2. A re-
duction in the areas of Caatinga of the order of 20% was identified over this period. 

 
Figure 8. Spatial-temporal analysis of the RisDes_Index (RDI) model for the desertification nucleus 
of Cabrobó, Pernambuco, Brazil for 5 December 1991, 14 November 2001, 20 November 2009 and 6 
October 2016. 

3.6. Association between the Progress of Desertification, Climate, and Socio-Economic Data  
Based on the PCA, it was found that two components were sufficient to explain 83% 

of the variability in the data. PC1 and PC2 accounted for 60% and 23%, respectively (Fig-
ure 9). The red, blue and green circles refer to the variables with the greatest contribution 
to the PC1, PC2 and PC3 axes. Variables with the same colour show a high correlation 
with each other, whether positive or negative. In 5 December 1991, a positive correlation 
can be seen between R and W, indicating that at that time, the amount of rainfall and 
available water were greater and that the areas of Caatinga were larger. On the other hand, 
in 6 October 2016, there was a positive correlation between GDP, AreasDesert and PopAn-
imal and a negative correlation with AreasCAA, R and W, revealing that between 5 De-
cember 1991 and 6 October 2016, the increase in areas under desertification was caused by 

Figure 8. Spatial-temporal analysis of the RisDes_Index (RDI) model for the desertification nucleus
of Cabrobó, Pernambuco, Brazil for 5 December 1991, 14 November 2001, 20 November 2009 and 6
October 2016.

3.6. Association between the Progress of Desertification, Climate, and Socio-Economic Data

Based on the PCA, it was found that two components were sufficient to explain 83% of
the variability in the data. PC1 and PC2 accounted for 60% and 23%, respectively (Figure 9).
The red, blue and green circles refer to the variables with the greatest contribution to the
PC1, PC2 and PC3 axes. Variables with the same colour show a high correlation with each
other, whether positive or negative. In 5 December 1991, a positive correlation can be seen
between R and W, indicating that at that time, the amount of rainfall and available water
were greater and that the areas of Caatinga were larger. On the other hand, in 6 October
2016, there was a positive correlation between GDP, AreasDesert and PopAnimal and a
negative correlation with AreasCAA, R and W, revealing that between 5 December 1991
and 6 October 2016, the increase in areas under desertification was caused by climate and
socio-economic factors and by a reduction in the area of Caatinga. However, based on the
contributions of these factors to PC1, the order of importance is as follows: reduction in R,
reduction in AreasCAA, reduction in water availability (W), and increase in PopAnimal.
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W—water balance, 1991—5 December 1991, 2001—14 November 2001, 2009—20 November 2009 and
2016—6 October 2016) for the desertification nucleus of Cabrobó, Pernambuco, Brazil.

4. Discussion

In the present research, we found that for the area of desertification under study, there
was a strong association of micrometeorological variables (i.e., the Bowen ratio—β) and the
soil surface temperature (Tsoil_Sat) with physical and chemical properties (e.g., total sand
and pH, respectively) and vegetation cover, indicating that environments with sandy, acidic,
barer soils with a high β value and high soil temperature are more prone to desertification.
These results made it possible to validate the ability of the RisDes_Index method to identify
areas where desertification occurs. Then, the application of this method was carried out in
a desertification nucleus (DN), the Cabrobó DN, well known in the Sertão Central region of
Brazil, one of the most important dry areas in the world due to the size of its population,
the presence of endemic vegetation, the Caatinga, and the use of irrigated crops.

The proposal for the RisDes_Index was based on the reflectance variables of the
R, B and G bands, albedo and LAI of the Landsat 5/TM and Landsat 8/OLI satellites,
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with the results tending to be similar to those of the methods of Wei et al. [24], Pan and
Li [25] and Xu et al. [55], but, in addition to identifying areas of desertification, having the
advantage of including risk assessment, classifying other types of surface, and being based
on associations with micrometeorological data, the physical and chemical properties of soil
and the vegetation cover. The reflectances of the bands provide information regarding solar
radiation incident on the surface [55], whereas the albedo corresponds to the capacity for
reflecting incident energy, where areas with little or no vegetation tend to have a higher
value. The LAI responds to the presence of vegetation on the surface, distinguishing the
vegetation cover by the variation over time. The albedo is widely used to identify desertified
areas [10]. According to Wu et al. [57], high albedo values characterise a greater level of
severity in the desertification process. This same trend was found by other authors [4,10,58].

The proposal for the RisDes_Index can extend its application to different study regions,
as it considers biophysical variables that are associated with independent surface data
(e.g., micrometeorological data, vegetation, and the physical and chemical properties of
the soil). Due to the design of the RisDes_Index, it appears to be an excellent option for
judging areas in the process of desertification. Studies of this nature have been carried
out in various regions of the world using methodologies that are often limited to local
evaluations [24,52,55,59] that require calibration.

The variation in the values of the RisDes_Index accompanied the variation in the
soil indices (TGSI, BSI and NDSI). According to Xiao et al. [52], the TGSI index, which is
related to desertified areas, reflects the characteristics of the particles on the soil surface in
such a way that the smaller the value, the finer the sand on the surface, and consequently,
the more severe the degradation or desertification. The increase in desertification shown
by the RisDes_Index was also in line with the reduction in the values of the vegetation
indices on the dates under study (5 December 1991, 14 November 2001, 20 November
2009 and 6 October 2016) and with the reduced vegetation cover (LAI). In work carried
out in Mongolia, Wei et al. [24] found that 81% of the study area, which showed signs of
desertification, was covered by low levels of vegetation. This characteristic contributes
directly to soil exposure and, therefore, to the action of weather conditions that favour the
desertification process.

Application of the RisDes_Index in the DN of Cabrobó, our case study, confirmed the
advance of the desertification process in the region. In the DN of Cabrobó, the reduction
in the areas of Caatinga [60] and the increase in surface albedo are two indicators of
increased degradation, which are closely associated with the process of desertification [1,61].
The inverse correlation between 5 December 1991 and 6 October 2016 showed that the
process has always increased. In addition, climate change, through the reduction in rainfall
that results in an increase in the water deficit, and through deforestation to increase the
areas of livestock farming, were the factors that helped increase the size of desertified
areas [2,7,18,62]. However, these authors report that the improper use of natural resources
also triggers this process in various parts of the world, especially in drier environments.
Leite et al. [10], in a study carried out in another DN in the semi-arid region of Brazil,
also found an increase in the size of degraded areas when using the albedo and NDVI as
classification criteria.

Thus, although there are methods for assessing the level of desertification of an area
using satellite products (e.g., [24,25,55]), none show their association with surface biophysi-
cal data that prove the level of environmental degradation. The RisDes_Index proved to
be a robust method, as its estimation based on simple satellite products exhibited a strong
association with biophysical variables of areas with different land uses and degradation
levels, including areas with significant processes of desertification (i.e., areas of sandy,
acidic, bare soils with a high β value and high soil temperature).

5. Conclusions

This study raised the idea of proposing a method for identifying the occurrence of
desertification, which was associated with in situ data, aiming to bring more assertive
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results about the contribution of climate change and social and economic factors to this
process. The proposed RisDes_Index was able to identify areas with significant processes
of desertification, having the advantage of including risk assessment, classifying other
types of surfaces, and is based on associations with micrometeorological data, the physical
and chemical properties of soil and the vegetation cover. Because the RisDes_Index was
conceived as being based on remote sensing data, it can be applied in different areas even
in the absence of sophisticated field measurements. Application of the RisDes_Index can
confirm the advance of the desertification process as a result of the reduction in rainfall
levels and, i.e., an increase in the water deficit, and from deforestation. It is suggested that
the RisDes_Index be applied in various regions of the world with the idea of directing
public policy to meet the advance of desertification.

Software Availability

Name of the software: Desertification Risk Index (RisDes_Index)
Phone: +55 64 992247907
E-mail: marcolino_114@hotmail.com
First available: 2021
Minimum requirements: Any device with a web browsing capability
Platform: Any but with a web browsing capability
Availability through the GEE platform at:
Landsat 5/TM: https://code.earthengine.google.com/557cf9895170b9e84ed2c14714

9d1b67?noload=true (accessed on 2 January 2024).
Landsat 8/OLI: https://code.earthengine.google.com/ff86c5aa669418f044e909a81af2

8759?noload=true (accessed on 2 January 2024).
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