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Abstract: Rapeseed is one of China’s major oil crops, and accurate yield forecasting is crucial to the
growth of the rapeseed industry and the country’s food security. In this study, the data on natural
and socio-economic factors from 2001 to 2020 and the yield of rapeseed in China were used as the
data basis. The Pearson correlation coefficient was used to analyze the relationship between the
influencing factors and the yield of rapeseed, and the prediction effect of four machine learning
models (linear regression (LR), decision tree (DTR), random forest (RF), and support vector machine
(SVM)) on the yield of rapeseed was compared in China’s main rapeseed-producing area. The results
demonstrate that the yield of rapeseed in China showed an increasing trend, but fluctuated greatly.
Rural electricity consumption, gross agricultural production, the net amount of agricultural fertilizer
application, effective irrigation area, total power of agricultural machinery, and consumption of
agricultural plastic film had a positive effect on the increase in rapeseed yield. However, due to the
impact of climate change and disasters, the yield of rapeseed has had significant fluctuations. A
Pearson correlation analysis showed that socio-economic factors (rural electricity consumption, gross
agricultural production, effective irrigation area, total power of agricultural machinery, consumption
of agricultural plastic film, etc.) played a dominant role in rapeseed yield changes. The RF model
had a good prediction effect on rapeseed yield, and natural factors and socio-economic factors had
different effects on spring rapeseed and winter rapeseed. Winter rapeseed yield was mainly affected
by socio-economic factors, accounting for as high as 89% of the importance. Among them, the sown
area of rapeseed and the effective irrigation area had the greatest impact. The effects of natural
factors and socio-economic factors on spring rapeseed yield were similar, accounting for 47% and
53%, respectively, and the mean annual precipitation, sunshine duration, and sown area of rapeseed
were the most influential variables.

Keywords: rapeseed; yield prediction; machine learning; random forest; variable importance

1. Introduction

Rapeseed is one of the four major oil crops in the world, and is a major source of
edible vegetable oil and vegetable protein, occupying an important position in agricultural
products. In China, where rapeseed is the oil crop with the largest planting area and the
widest distribution, it significantly contributes to national oil supply security [1]. China is
one of the largest rapeseed producers in the world, with an average rapeseed production
of 13 million tons and 690,000 hectares of planting area in the past two decades. However,
due to strong consumer demand in China, domestic rapeseed products are in short supply,
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leading to a high reliance on imports, and the yield has been lower than consumption
for more than ten consecutive years [2]. Under the background of global climate change,
the production conditions and yield of rapeseed are easily affected by different climate
variables, and the temperature, sunshine, and precipitation during the growth period of
rapeseed have the greatest impact on yield [3–5]. In addition, socioeconomic factors are
also important factors affecting crop yield [6,7]. The impact of these factors poses a threat
to rape production and industrial development, and the stability and sustainability of the
rape industry is at risk.

The development of crop yield prediction models has made significant contributions
to agricultural advancement. Crop yield predictions typically use a process-based crop
model and statistical analysis methods [8,9]. The crop models have a strong physical
mechanism and fully consider various factors affecting crop growth, but they have high
requirements for field observed data to calibrate models. Shahhosseini et al. (2021) coupled
crop models and machine learning to predict maize yield in the US corn belt, reducing
the root mean square error (RMSE) of maize yield predictions from 20% to 7% [10]. The
CSM-CROPGRO Canola model was used to predict the impact of climate change on
rapeseed production. It was found that rapeseed production decreased by nearly 30%
on average under the predicted climate change conditions [3]. However, using a crop
model to achieve crop yield prediction requires large amounts of data, such as inputs on
meteorology, soil, management measures, and crop growth to achieve crop yield prediction,
and it requires a lot of professional knowledge to calibrate and validate the model to reduce
uncertainty [11–13]. In addition, running crop models, especially at larger scales, requires
substantial computational resources and involves significant workloads [8].

In this study, linear regression (LR), decision tree regression (DTR), random forest
(RF), and support vector machine regression (SVM) were used for modeling. LR is a widely
used method with an intuitive mathematical expression equation, which can be used to
quantitatively evaluate the linear relationship between independent variables and depen-
dent variables, but it cannot consider the nonlinear relationship between variables [14,15].
Decision tree is a kind of tree structure, which is easy to understand and explain. It is easy
to over-fit for processing complex data. However, decision trees have many successful
applications on small datasets in agriculture. Tanaka et al. (2015) and Banerjee et al. (2022)
used decision tree analysis, determined the key factors affecting crop yield changes, and
predicted crop yield [16,17]. Rossi Neto et al. (2017) also used the decision tree algorithm to
evaluate crop yield by combining soil and climate data [18]. RF is an ensemble algorithm
composed of decision trees. Because of the ensemble algorithm, random forest can deal
with nonlinear problems with high accuracy [19]. Therefore, random forests have been
successfully used to solve many important agricultural problems. Pang et al. (2022) used
random forest combined with wheat yield data, meteorological variables, and satellite
images to establish a yield prediction model to accurately predict wheat yield in south-
eastern Australia [20]. Jeong et al. (2016) used a random forest model to compare it with
a multiple linear regression model to predict crop yields of wheat, corn, and potatoes at
different regional scales [21]. SVM is a supervised non-parametric algorithm; it can be used
to process multi-dimensional data and has good prediction performance on small sample
data. SVM is used to participate in the establishment of agricultural prediction systems
and accurately predict the yield of various crops in combination with factors such as atmo-
sphere and soil [22,23]. The statistical analysis method based on observation data has the
advantage that the data are empirical. It is mainly used in the absence of field management
data, and it is difficult to use crop models for parameter adjustment and calibration. It
has the characteristics of strong operability, a long research cycle, a wide range, and a
large amount of information. In recent years, with the vigorous development of artificial
intelligence technology, machine learning algorithms have gradually demonstrated their
advantages in constructing prediction models and analyzing the relative importance of
feature variables. Researchers have carried out a large number of studies by integrating
machine learning methods, such as random forest (RF) and support vector machines (SVM),
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with multi-source environmental data to predict crop yield [24]. Niedbała et al. (2019)
used an artificial neural network with a multi-layer perceptron topology to construct a
prediction model, and accurately predicted the winter rape yield in southern Poland using
meteorological and mineral fertilization data, with the error value MAPE less than 10% [25].
Lischeid et al. (2022) used RF and SVM to identify the meteorological and soil factors
that affected the spatial–temporal variation in the yield of four crops (silage major, winter
barre, winter rapeseed, and winter wheat yield) in Germany from 1978 to 2017. They
found that crop yield was more related to summer temperature and precipitation, but
not to soil moisture [26]. Jhajharia Kavita et al. (2023) used machine learning algorithms
such as RF and SVM to predict rapeseed yield combined with meteorological and soil
data [27]. However, current research on predicting rapeseed yield lacks a comprehensive
consideration of the effects of natural and socio-economic factors, especially in the overall
region of China.

Therefore, this study investigates and analyzes the main climatic and socio-economic
factors affecting rapeseed yield in China, and uses multiple linear regression (LR), decision
tree regression (DTR), random forest (RF), and support vector machine regression (SVR)
methods combined with climatic and socioeconomic data to develop a rapeseed yield
forecasting model to quantify and identify the important variables affecting rapeseed yield,
thus providing research ideas for accurate and efficient rapeseed yield forecasting.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

According to the planting time, rapeseed can be divided into spring rapeseed and
winter rapeseed. Winter rapeseed is generally sown in autumn and matures in the following
summer. Spring rapeseed is generally planted from the end of April to May and harvested
in September. The winter-rapeseed-producing areas are mainly distributed in the Yangtze
River Basin, including the Yunnan–Guizhou Plateau, Sichuan-Chongqing region, and the
middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze River, involving a total of 11 provinces and cities.
But, the climatic conditions in various provinces and cities are quite different, as the middle
and lower reaches of the Yangtze River have a mild climate and abundant rainfall, and
the Yunnan–Guizhou Plateau and the Sichuan Basin are warm and dry in winter. The dry
and wet seasons in Yunnan are distinct, and the dry and wet seasons in Guizhou are not
obvious. The cold wave in the Sichuan Basin is not easy to invade, but the sunshine is
less. Spring rape is mainly planted in five provinces and cities in Inner Mongolia, Shaanxi,
Qinghai, Gansu, and Xinjiang. These areas are cold in winter, with less precipitation, and
long and strong sunshine. Since 2000, the planting area and yield of winter rape in the
middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze River have increased significantly, accounting
for more than 85% of the total oilseed rape production in China, due to its mild climate,
abundant rainfall, and the support of national policies [28,29]. Spring rapeseed is mainly
planted in the north and northwest regions, with only a small amount distributed in the
northeast region (Figure 1).

2.2. Data Source and Variable Selection

The rapeseed yield and related socio-economic data affecting rapeseed yield from 2001
to 2020 were obtained from the China Statistical Yearbook. The climate data were collected
on the China Meteorological Data Sharing Network (http://data.cma.cn/, accessed on
1 July 2022) in July 2022, including daily precipitation, minimum temperature, maximum
temperature, sunshine hours, average relative humidity, wind speed, and other data
from various meteorological stations in China from 1961 to 2020. Temperature is a key
factor that determines the rate of crop development, affects the development process, and
ultimately affects yield and quality; Water is an essential raw material for photosynthesis
and plays an important role in the physiological and ecological processes of crop production.
Light is the foundation of plant biological activities [30,31]. Against the backdrop of
the rapid development of agricultural technology, production technologies related to

http://data.cma.cn/
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agriculture, such as pesticides, fertilizers, and agricultural machinery, are widely used in
crop production [10,32,33]. Moreover, under the influence of national policies and other
factors, the planting area of crops is also prone to fluctuations. In addition, the construction
of rural infrastructure, such as electricity and water conservancy infrastructure, also affects
the development of agricultural production to a certain extent [29,34,35]. In this study,
socio-economic data such as gross agricultural production, rural electricity consumption,
fertilizer application, and irrigation area, which are closely related to rapeseed yield, as
well as natural environmental data such as precipitation, sunshine hours, and temperature
were selected as influencing factors [5,32,36–38] (Table 1).
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Figure 1. Distribution map of spring rapeseed and winter rapeseed in China.

Table 1. Main natural and socio-economic indicators affecting rapeseed yield.

Type Definition Parameters Unit

Natural

Y Rapeseed yield 104 tons
X1 Mean annual precipitation mm
X2 Sunshine duration hours
X3 Mean annual air temperature ◦C
X4 Disaster-affected area kilo-hectares

Socio-economic

X5 Sown area of rapeseed kilo-hectares
X6 Rural electricity consumption kWh
X7 Gross agricultural production 102 million Yuan (RMB)
X8 Net amount of agricultural fertilizer application kilo-tons
X9 Effective irrigation area kilo-hectares
X10 Total power of agricultural machinery kW
X11 Pesticide usage kilo-tons
X12 Consumption of agricultural plastic film kilo-tons
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2.3. Methods
2.3.1. Data Processing

In order to avoid the dimension affecting the accuracy of the model, the data are
normalized. In this study, the min–max scaling algorithm is normalized [39,40].

y =
xi − ximin

ximax − ximin
(1)

where y is the processed data of rapeseed yield, climate, and socio-economic data indi-
cators; xi is the annual value of selected socioeconomic and natural factor indicators in
each province. ximin and ximax are the minimum and maximum values in the original
variable data.

2.3.2. Correlation Analysis

The Pearson correlation coefficient was used to analyze the relationship between various
influencing factors and rapeseed yield, and the significance test was carried out. On this basis,
variables with a significant correlation (p < 0.05) were selected for comprehensive analysis.

2.3.3. Machine Learning Methods

(1) Linear regression

The linear regression is one of the simplest and most common machine learning
algorithms [41]. Linear regression is a linear method of constructing models that describes
the relationship between a single output variable (dependent variable) and multiple input
explanatory variables (independent variable). The types mainly included are univariate
linear regression analysis, multiple linear regression analysis, and nonlinear regression
analysis [15]. In this study, the multiple linear regression method was used to predict
rapeseed yield, considering natural and socio-economic factors. The model expression is

y = b1x1 + · · ·+ bnxn + b0 (2)

where, x1 . . . xi are the natural and socio-economic indicators, y is the rapeseed yield,
b1 . . . bn is the regression coefficient, and b0 is a constant term.

(2) Decision Tree Regression

Decision tree is a basic common machine learning model, and its related algorithms
have always been a hot research topic regarding classical machine learning algorithms.
Typical algorithms for decision trees include ID3, C4.5, classification and regression tree
(CART), etc. [42]. Among them, CART is optimized relative to ID3 and C4.5 [43]. In this
study, CART was used to predict the yield of rapeseed. The CART algorithm can gen-
erate classification tree and regression tree, which are suitable for the data modeling of
multi-feature variables. The algorithm has simple modeling, high accuracy, and strong
interpretability, but the algorithm is prone to over-fitting and poor generalization perfor-
mance. For a given training set, the DTR model, assuming the input space, is divided into
M units R1, R2, . . . Rm, and there is a fixed output value cm on each unit; Rm, the regression
tree model, can be expressed as

f (x) = ∑M
m=1 cm I(x ∈ Rm) (3)

where I is 1 when x ∈ Rm, otherwise I is 0.

(3) Random forest regression

RF is an ensemble-based learning algorithm with a strong anti-noise ability and it does
not easily fall into overfitting. It is mainly used for classification prediction and regression
prediction. The random forest algorithm is based on the sampling with a replacement
(bootstrap) to extract k samples from the original samples, and each sample size is consistent
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with the initial training set size. Then, each sample is modeled using the regression decision
tree, and k modeling results are obtained. Finally, the final prediction results are obtained
by averaging the modeling results of k regression decision trees [19]. In the growth process
of each regression tree, the CART method is used to randomly select the variables of the
total variables [44]; so, the number of features in the random forest model is Mrty = 4. This
study uses Python language for random forest regression modeling to obtain the relative
importance of each independent variable to the dependent variable, so as to evaluate the
importance of each characteristic variable. The sum of the importance values of all feature
variables is 1, and the higher the feature importance value is, the more important the feature
variable is.

(4) Support Vector Machine Regression

Based on statistical learning theory, support vector machine regression mainly con-
structs a nonlinear mapping from input space to output space, which can successfully deal
with regression and pattern recognition. It maps the input data to a higher dimensional
feature space through the kernel function to achieve the best performance of the model [45].
The SVM function can be expressed as

f (x) = ∑M
m=1(αi − α̂i)k(Xi, X) + b (4)

where α̂i and αi are Lagrange multipliers, k(Xi, X) is the kernel function, and b is offset. In
this study, the radial basis kernel function is selected. The radial basis function is a function
that uses vectors as independent variables. It is the most widely used kernel function. Both
large and small samples have a better performance.

2.3.4. Model Assessment

In this study, the coefficient of determination (R2), root mean square error (RMSE),
mean absolute error (MAE), and mean absolute percentage error (MAPE) were used to
evaluate the models. Among them, R2 was used to evaluate the accuracy of the prediction
model, which is between 0 and 1. The larger the value, the better the model fitting effect.
RMSE, MAE, and MAPE were used to evaluate the dispersion between the predicted value
and the actual value. The smaller the value, the higher the model accuracy [13,46].

R2 = [
∑n

i=1(ŷi − yi)
2

∑n
i=1(yi − yi)

2 ] (5)

RMSE =

√
1
n ∑n

i=1(yi − ŷi)
2 (6)

MAE =
1
n ∑n

i=1|(ŷi − yi)| (7)

MAPE =
1
n ∑n

i=1

∣∣∣∣ (ŷi − yi)

yi

∣∣∣∣ (8)

In the formula, n (i = 1, 2, . . . , n) is the number of samples used for the machine learning
mode, yi is the actual value of the rapeseed, ŷi is the predicted value of the rapeseed.

2.3.5. Variable Dependence Analysis

The partial dependence plot (PDP) can be used to explain the machine learning model
and show the relationship between the feature variables and the prediction results in the
model [47]. The greater the PDP change, the greater the feature importance. On the contrary,
the smaller the PDP change, the smaller the feature importance.
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3. Result
3.1. The Relationship between Predictors and Rapeseed Yield

The Pearson correlation coefficients between the total yield of spring and winter rape-
seed yields and natural and socio-economic indicators are shown in Table 2. There are
some differences in the factors affecting the yield of spring rapeseed and winter rapeseed.
The yield of spring rapeseed was significantly positively correlated with the sown area
of rapeseed, rural electricity consumption, gross agricultural production, net amount of
agricultural fertilizer application, effective irrigation area, total power of agricultural ma-
chinery, pesticide usage, and consumption of agricultural plastic film (p < 0.05). There
was a significant negative correlation with the disaster-affected area, for which the cor-
relation coefficient (r) was −0.597. There was a significant positive correlation between
winter rapeseed yield and rural electricity consumption, gross agricultural production, the
net amount of agricultural fertilizer application, effective irrigation area, total power of
agricultural machinery, and consumption of agricultural plastic film. R is between 0.638
and 0.774. There was a significant negative correlation between winter rapeseed yield and
the disaster-affected area, where r is −0.634.

Table 2. Pearson correlation coefficients between spring and winter rape yields and natural and
socioeconomic indicators.

Variables
Spring Rape Winter Rape

r p-Value r p-Value

Mean annual precipitation (X1) 0.437 0.054 0.079 0.740
Sunshine duration (X2) −0.427 0.061 −0.108 0.649
Mean annual air temperature (X3) 0.197 0.406 0.034 0.888
Disaster-affected area (X4) −0.597 0.005 −0.634 0.003
Sown area of rapeseed (X5) 0.736 <0.001 0.119 0.618
Rural electricity consumption (X6) 0.837 <0.001 0.754 <0.001
Gross agricultural production (X7) 0.798 <0.001 0.716 <0.001
Net amount of agricultural fertilizer application (X8) 0.941 <0.001 0.638 0.002
Effective irrigation area (X9) 0.878 <0.001 0.679 <0.001
Total power of agricultural machinery (X10) 0.892 <0.001 0.774 <0.001
Pesticide usage (X11) 0.887 <0.001 0.314 0.178
Consumption of agricultural plastic film (X12) 0.877 <0.001 0.768 <0.001

The total output of spring rapeseed increased from less than 0.9 million tons in 2001
to more than 1.6 million tons in 2015 and stabilized above 1.3 million tons after 2008.
Among the natural and socioeconomic factors that significantly affect spring rapeseed
yield, sown area of seed, rural electricity consumption, gross agricultural production,
the net amount of agricultural fertilizer application, effective irrigation area, total power
of agricultural machinery, pesticide usage, and the consumption of agricultural plastic
film showed an increasing trend. They had a positive effect on the increase in spring
rapeseed yield (Figure 2b–i). Spring rapeseed production showed an overall growth trend
before 2015, and the sown area and yield decreased significantly after China canceled the
temporary storage policy in 2015 (Figure 2b). The disaster-affected area mainly showed a
decreasing trend, where spring rapeseed yield increases with the reduction in the affected
area (Figure 2a). Overall, the use of pesticides had a certain beneficial effect on the yield
of rapeseed. However, from 2004 to 2005, due to a series of policy incentives such as
the “No.1 Document” issued by the Chinese government, rapeseed yield significantly
increased [48], but the beneficial effect of pesticides was not significant (Figure 2h).
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The yield of winter rapeseed in 2002, 2007, and 2015 showed a large inflection point.
The reason was that the continuous rainy weather in the Yangtze River Basin affected
the final harvest near the harvest period of rapeseed in 2002, and the yield of rapeseed
was reversed from the expected harvest reduction. In 2007, China introduced a series of
rape planting support policies, which made the planting area of rape increase significantly
and the yield of rapeseed increase significantly. It was the year with the largest change in
the past two decades, and the rapeseed yield increased by about one million tons. After
the national cancellation of the temporary storage policy of rapeseed in 2015, and under
the influence of international competition, the price of rapeseed fell, and the enthusiasm
of rapeseed growers was severely affected; as a result, the planting area of rapeseed
nationwide significantly decreased, resulting in a decrease in rapeseed production [29].
In addition, the rural electricity consumption, gross agricultural production, net fertilizer
application, effective irrigation area, and total power of agricultural machinery have been
increasing year after year, which is beneficial for rapeseed cultivation and production
(Figure 3b–f). The consumption of agricultural plastic film has been increasing year by
year, which is helpful in regard to factors such as water use, temperature regulation,
and improvements in nutrient utilization efficiency in rapeseed fields, thereby increasing
rapeseed yield (Figure 3g) [49,50].
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3.2. Model Performance

In this study, four machine learning methods (DTR, LR, RF and SVM) were used to
predict the yield of winter rapeseed and spring rapeseed. The data sequence from 2001
to 2016 was used as the model training set, and the data sequence from 2017 to 2020 was
used as the test set. The prediction factors were selected from natural factors and socio-
economic factors that affected the yield of winter rapeseed and spring rapeseed. In the
yield prediction of winter rapeseed, the random forest model had the highest prediction
accuracy, for which R2 was 0.92, RMSE was 23.15 × 104 tons, MAE was 13.64 × 104 tons,
and MAPE was 12.73%; the predicted and observed values were close to the 1:1 line,
and the prediction performance was better than that of DTR, LR, and SVM. The fitting
effects of the decision tree, linear regression model, and support vector machine model are
poor, and most of the predicted values are less than the actual observed values. Among
the four prediction models, the decision tree model had the lowest prediction accuracy
(R2 = 0.74) and a poor fitting effect. DTR (R2 = 0.75) and SVM (R2 = 0.78) models showed
similar performance. In addition, the prediction effect of the models on the high yield of
winter rapeseed (>2000 kilo-tons) was general, and the predicted values of the models were
generally smaller than the actual observed values (Table 3 and Figure 4).

Table 3. Performance of predicted rape yield based on the machine learning models.

Model R2 RMSE MAE MAPE

Spring rape

DTR 0.75 4.65 3.94 14.67
LR 0.82 3.92 2.96 11.97
RF 0.87 3.48 2.63 13.20

SVR 0.78 4.40 3.67 13.02

Winter rape

DTR 0.81 37.20 25.97 25.53
LR 0.77 40.99 32.63 38.03
RF 0.92 23.15 13.64 12.73

SVR 0.79 40.19 28.08 24.62
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3.3. Feature Importance and Partial Dependence Analysis

In the prediction model of winter rapeseed yield, the relative importance of socio-
economic factors is much greater than that of natural climatic factors, and its importance
accounts for nearly 90%. Among them, the sown area of rapeseed, net amount of agricul-
tural fertilizer application, and effective irrigation area are the main variables affecting
winter rapeseed yield. This is consistent with the fact that the important environmen-
tal factors required for the growth and development of rapeseed, because increasing the
planting area of crops can directly provide growth space for crop growth and develop-
ment, and the effective irrigation area ensure sufficient water supply for the growth and
development of rapeseed. Rapeseed production depends largely on the application of
exogenous chemical fertilizers, and the rational application of chemical fertilizers can
provide effective nutritional conditions for rapeseed growth and development [51–53].
In addition, socio-economic factors such as pesticides, plastic film, and the total power
of agricultural machinery also have an important impact on the yield of winter rape-
seed. The rational use of agricultural science and technology can greatly promote the
scale of rapeseed production, and effectively improve the comprehensive productivity of
rapeseed [49,51] (Figures 5a and 6a).
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Socio-economic and natural factors are similarly important in the prediction model
of spring rape yield, with importance values of 53% and 47%, respectively. The three
factors that had the greatest impact on spring rapeseed production were mean annual
precipitation, sunshine length, and sown area, and their relative weight contributed to
24%, 16%, and 23%, respectively (Figures 5b and 6b). Light and precipitation are important
factors affecting crop growth, and they are closely related to the growth and development
of crops, photosynthesis, and the absorption and accumulation of nutrients. Moreover, rape
is a crop that needs water and light. From flowering to maturity, rape must have more than
300 mm of water and sufficient sunshine time to support its high yield [5,54,55]. The sown
area of rapeseed and the effective irrigation area are the two most important socioeconomic
factors. The yield of spring and winter rapeseed is mainly affected by socio-economic
factors. The sown area of rapeseed and effective irrigation area can reflect the scale of
rapeseed production, and the increase in crop planting area and effective irrigation area
can increase the yield [56], so it has an important impact on the changes in rapeseed yield.

3.4. Dependence of Rapeseed Yield on Predictors

Based on the random forest model, this study further explored the effects of socio-
economic and natural climate factors on rapeseed yield. The association between the yield
of winter and spring rapeseed and projected variables such as precipitation, sunshine hours,
temperature, rural electricity consumption, and gross agricultural production was revealed
by the partial dependent plot (PDP) (Figures 7 and 8). The mean annual precipitation,
sunshine duration and disaster-affected area had no significant effect on rapeseed yield. A
mean annual air temperature higher than 13 ◦C harmed winter rapeseed yield. The yield
of winter rapeseed increased significantly with the increase in X5, and the increases in X6,
X7, X10, X11, and X12 also promoted the increase in winter rapeseed yield. When X8 is
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approximately less than 260 kilo-tons, the winter rapeseed yield increases with it. When
X9 was less than about 2200 kilo hectares, the yield of winter oilseed rape increased with
the increase in X9. When X9 exceeded about 3000 hectares, the yield of winter oilseed rape
gradually decreased (Figure 7).
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X8, net amount of agricultural fertilizer application; X9, effective irrigation area; X10, total power of
agricultural machinery; X11, pesticide usage; X12, consumption of agricultural plastic film.
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agricultural machinery; X11, pesticide usage; X12, consumption of agricultural plastic film.

The yield of spring rape increased with the increase in X1 and X5. When the mean
annual precipitation exceeded about 4000 mm and the sown area of rapeseed exceeded
about 190 kilo-hectares, the effect on yield increase gradually slowed down. When X2
was between 1000 and 1500 h and X3 was between 14 and 19 ◦C, the yield of spring
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rapeseed increased with the increase in sunshine duration and mean annual air temperature,
but when sunshine duration was greater than 1500 h and X3 was greater than 19 ◦C,
the yield of spring rapeseed decreased with the increases in X2 and X3. The suitable
average temperature during the mature period of rape growth is between 15 and 20 ◦C,
which is beneficial to the increase in rapeseed yield. The appropriate sunshine hours and
temperature are important factors affecting rapeseed yield [5,57]. The yield of spring rape
increased with the increases in X6, X7, and X8. When X10 exceeded about 18 million kW,
X11 exceeded about 40,000 tons and X12 exceeded 100,000 tons, and so the yield of spring
rape increased rapidly with the increases in X10, X11, and X12, showing that the gain effect
was significantly enhanced after exceeding a certain threshold. This may be related to the
rapid growth of rapeseed production due to changes in policies, and the scientific and
technological development in some provinces. A flat characteristic variable’s significance
in the PDP plot is lower than that of a PDP input variable with a more dramatic variation
in its value range [58] (Figure 8).

4. Discussion

The natural factors of the growth and development time of spring rapeseed and winter
rapeseed are quite different. Therefore, this study models the data of spring rapeseed
and winter rapeseed separately to reduce the error caused by the large difference in data.
Natural factors and socio-economic factors are important factors affecting crop productivity.
Under the background of climate change, environmental factors such as precipitation,
sunshine and temperature change, and crop growth and development, which in turn affect
crop phenology, growth potential, and the planting system, etc., ultimately also affect crop
yield [59–61]. The growth and yield of rapeseed are also closely related to temperature,
precipitation, and light. The change in the average temperature within the threshold
range has a positive effect on the growth and development period of rapeseed, but an
extremely high temperature will make rapeseed early in the flowering and filling stage,
thus reducing seed yield. Rapeseed is a long-day crop. Sunshine and precipitation can
play a positive role in the critical period of rapeseed growth and water demand, promoting
biomass accumulation and leaf area increase [5,62,63]. In addition, droughts, floods, and
other disasters directly affect crop yield reduction [64,65]. The effective irrigation area,
rural electricity consumption, and gross agricultural product, to a certain extent, reflect
the speed of the social process of agricultural production. The amount of agricultural
fertilizer, pesticide, plastic film, and the total power of agricultural machinery reflect the
development of agricultural science and technology [66]. The production of rapeseed is
affected by both natural factors and socio-economic factors. The production of rapeseed
is mainly affected by socio-economic factors, and the impact of socio-economic factors
on rapeseed production is significantly stronger in winter rapeseed production areas
than in spring rapeseed production areas (Table 2, Figure 5). On the one hand, in the
winter rapeseed production area, the social and economic development conditions in South
China, Central China, and East China are better, and the water resources are abundant,
and the social and economic factors effectively aid in the production of crops. Spring
rapeseed production areas are mainly distributed in northern China, but the social and
economic development and agricultural production conditions in the northwest region
are relatively poor, water resources are scarce, the climate is dry, and the sunshine time is
long [67]. Therefore, spring rapeseed is more susceptible to natural climatic factors than
winter rapeseed.

The research shows that the machine learning model has good prediction ability
in yield prediction, and the prediction accuracy of crop yields such as for rice, wheat,
and corn is higher under different data types [21,68–70]. In this study, four different
machine learning algorithms (LR, DTR, RF, and SVM) were used to establish a rape yield
prediction model that comprehensively considers the effects of natural and socio-economic
factors. The results show that the overall performance of the RF model is better than
that of the LR, DTR, and SVM models, with better estimation capabilities, a higher R2,
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and lower error values (RMSE, MAE, MAPE). The RF model has been applied by many
researchers to predict the yield of different crops and has shown excellent performance,
which is related to its model properties [12,21,69]. The RF model has the advantages of noise
insensitivity and unbiased error rate measurement, and can obtain more accurate prediction
methods without fitting data [71]. In addition, the RF model can realize the relative
importance analysis of variables and the correlation analysis of the partial dependence plot
(PDP) [46,72], thereby determining the main variables that affect crop yield and the response
of yield to various prediction factors. In addition, the layout of rapeseed production in
China is gradually optimized. The production concentration of some provinces is relatively
large, and the planting area of rapeseed in the eastern coastal areas is shrinking, which
leads to a decline in yield. The spatial layout of rapeseed production generally shows the
characteristics of “east reduction, medium stability, west shift and north expansion” [29].
The rapeseed production layout of each province is different, and the natural conditions
and socio-economic conditions of each province are different. Under the premise that the
overall sample size is small, this paper does not further refine the spring rapeseed and
winter rapeseed production areas. Therefore, it is inevitable that there will be excessive
differences in rapeseed production in each province. The model trained with fewer samples
may lead to greater error values, and the use of provincial data for modeling will inevitably
cause errors. If the provincial data are refined to the county level, theoretically a higher
prediction accuracy and lower error will be obtained.

5. Conclusions

In this study, the Pearson correlation coefficient and machine learning method were
used to analyze the relationship between rapeseed yield and natural factors such as pre-
cipitation, temperature, sunshine, and socioeconomic factors such as the sown area of
rapeseed, rural electricity consumption, and gross agricultural production in China, and
rapeseed yield was predicted based on climate and socioeconomic data. The study found
that under the combined influence of natural factors and socio-economic factors, China’s
rapeseed production fluctuates greatly, but the overall trend is on the rise. The main factors
affecting rapeseed yield were rural electricity consumption, gross agricultural production,
the net amount of agricultural fertilizer application, effective irrigation area, total power of
agricultural machinery, and the consumption of agricultural plastic film; these variables
were significantly positively correlated with rapeseed yield (r > 0, p-value < 0.001). In terms
of predicting rapeseed yield in China, the LR, DTR, RF, and SVM models performed well,
with the RF model outperforming the other three algorithms. The main factors affecting
the yield of winter rapeseed are socio-economic factors, which alongside the sown area of
rapeseed and effective irrigation area have the greatest influence. The influence of natural
factors was small. The effects of natural factors and socio-economic factors on spring
rapeseed yield were similar, among which the sunshine duration, sown area of rapeseed,
and mean annual precipitation were the most influential variables.
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