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Abstract: Accurate canopy extraction and temperature calculations are crucial to minimizing in-
accuracies in thermal image-based estimation of orchard water status. Currently, no quantitative
comparison of canopy extraction methods exists in the context of precision irrigation. The accura-
cies of four canopy extraction methods were compared, and the effect on water status estimation
was explored for these methods: 2-pixel erosion (2PE) where non-canopy pixels were removed
by thresholding and morphological erosion; edge detection (ED) where edges were identified and
morphologically dilated; vegetation segmentation (VS) using temperature histogram analysis and
spatial watershed segmentation; and RGB binary masking (RGB-BM) where a binary canopy layer
was statistically extracted from an RGB image for thermal image masking. The field experiments
occurred in a four-hectare commercial peach orchard during the primary fruit growth stage (III). The
relationship between stem water potential (SWP) and crop water stress index (CWSI) was established
in 2018. During 2019, a large dataset of ten thermal infrared and two RGB images was acquired. The
canopy extraction methods had different accuracies: on 12 August, the overall accuracy was 83% for
the 2PE method, 77% for the ED method, 84% for the VS method, and 90% for the RGB-BM method.
Despite the high accuracy of the RGB-BM method, canopy edges and between-row weeds were
misidentified as canopy. Canopy temperature and CWSI were calculated using the average of 100%
of canopy pixels (CWSI_T100%) and the average of the coolest 33% of canopy pixels (CWSI_T33%).
The CWSI_T33% dataset produced similar SWP–CWSI models irrespective of the canopy extraction
method used, while the CWSI_T100% yielded different and inferior models. The results highlighted
the following: (1) The contribution of the RGB images is not significant for canopy extraction. Canopy
pixels can be extracted with high accuracy and reliability solely with thermal images. (2) The T33%
approach to canopy temperature calculation is more robust and superior to the simple mean of all
canopy pixels. These noteworthy findings are a step forward in implementing thermal imagery in
precision irrigation management.

Keywords: canopy temperature; crop water status index; accuracy assessment; peach orchard; stem
water potential
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1. Introduction

Crop water status estimation is significantly affected by canopy temperature [1].
Accurate classification of canopy pixels within an image is central to crop water status
estimation. The misclassification of non-canopy pixels, such as soil and mixed pixels, can
significantly alter the canopy temperature and crop water status estimation [2] and, thus,
may affect orchard irrigation decision making.

1.1. Crop Water Status Estimation for Precision Irrigation Management

Crop water stress index (CWSI) is an indirect measurement of crop water status
derived from a thermal image. Absolute canopy temperature is a function of stomata
opening and cooling by subsequent crop transpiration and is affected by meteorological
factors, including ambient temperature, vapor pressure, wind speed, and radiation [3].
To compare thermal images and eliminate the need to measure all of the meteorological
parameters, normalization of canopy temperature via CWSI was proposed as a proxy of
crop water status [4,5]:

CWSI =
Tcanopy − Twet

Tdry − Twet
(1)

where Tcanopy is the temperature of the canopy, Twet is the temperature of a fully transpiring
canopy, and Tdry is the temperature of a non-transpiring (stressed) canopy. CWSI ranges
from zero to one, where higher values indicate higher water stress. The difference between
Tcanopy (◦C) and Tair (◦C) is dependent on vapor pressure deficit (VPD) [4,5]. Tdry is typically
calculated using an empirical method [6,7], while Twet is determined by employing empiri-
cal, theoretical, and statistical methods [6,8] or, for commercial plot scale, by calculating
the average temperature of the coolest 5–10% of canopy pixels of each individual thermal
image [7–9].

The calculation of Tcanopy involves two steps. First, canopy pixels need to be extracted
from the image and separated from non-canopy pixels, including “mixed pixels” (combina-
tions of canopy, soil, weeds, foreign objects, and shade). The second step is the calculation
of canopy temperature. A common approach for calculating Tcanopy of an area of interest (a
whole plot or a management zone) is by using the mean [10] or the median [7] temperature
of extracted canopy pixels. Meron et al. [6] proposed using the coldest 33% of canopy pixels
for the calculation. Cohen et al. [8] reported an over-estimation of water stress in cotton
with the mean of all canopy extracted pixels. When the mean of the coldest 33% was used,
water status was better estimated. No such comparison between the approaches used for
calculating canopy temperature was found for orchards.

1.2. Approaches of Thermal Image-Based Canopy Extraction

Canopy extraction approaches incorporating thermal imagery include methods that
use a single thermal infrared image (1-source) and other methods that use a thermal infrared
image and additional remotely sensed images, usually RGB (multi-source). One-source
methods include purely threshold-based statistical analysis on the one hand and coupled
statistical and spatial analyses on the other hand. Statistical analysis of a temperature
histogram to identify canopy pixels within a thermal image has been performed in or-
chards [11,12] where canopy can be distinguished from soil. In such cases, temperature
histograms are characterized by a bimodal distribution, where the canopy and soil pixels
are represented by cooler and warmer peaks, respectively. Mixed pixels, which include com-
binations of canopy, soil, weeds, foreign objects, and shade in a single pixel, are generally
composed of a “saddle” area between the two peaks. Depending on the crop architecture,
the distance between plants, the degree of complexity, and pixel resolution, there can be
significant overlap between mixed pixels, pure-canopy pixels, and pure-soil pixels, creating
a challenge in identifying pure-canopy pixels. Additionally, water-stressed trees may have
higher canopy temperatures and could be misidentified as mixed or soil pixels [13].

An additional group of 1-source methods incorporates statistical and spatial analyses
of a single thermal image. Spatial watershed segmentation has been coupled with binary
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thresholding to extract pure-canopy pixels in palm trees [14] and in vineyards [15]. Camino
et al. [16] incorporated watershed segmentation and quartile histogram analysis in an
almond orchard. Superpixel algorithms are used to differentiate meaningful regions of
interest in an image [17], such as tree crowns in a forest system [18] and fruit detection
in orchards [19]. In peach orchards, one technique involved thresholding to remove non-
canopy pixels and then morphological erosion to remove mixed pixels and to extract
pure-canopy pixels [20]. A second method used edge detection algorithms followed
by morphological dilation to remove mixed pixels [21]. Additional methods include
delineation of regions of interest of a single canopy [2] as well as pure edge detection
analysis [22]. The incorporation of two types of analyses, statistical and spatial, on thermal
images alone has been claimed to improve the quality of canopy extraction in comparison
to merely statistical-based analysis [23].

In general, multi-source methods are based on statistical analysis of a visible (RGB)
or multispectral image to extract canopy pixels, which is then used as a binary mask that
is superimposed on a thermal image. This technique has been implemented in crops
including potato [9], mint [24], and grape [25]. Additional feature layers, such as maps of
irrigation pipes, can be incorporated to improve canopy extraction [26]. However, poor
overlap of RGB and thermal images can cause misidentification of canopy pixels.

Currently, there are many methods of canopy extraction, but, to the best of our knowl-
edge, there is no comprehensive quantitative comparison of canopy extraction methods
in the context of orchard water status estimation. Thus, the decision of which canopy
extraction method to incorporate and how to calculate canopy temperature may be arbi-
trary and not based on experimental data. Accurate canopy extraction and temperature
calculations are crucial to minimizing inaccuracies in thermal image-based estimation of
orchard water status that may directly affect irrigation decisions. This study tested the hy-
pothesis that thermal image-based orchard water status estimation is significantly sensitive
to the canopy extraction quality and to the temperature calculation approach. The objective
was to determine the sensitivity of thermal image-based orchard water status estimation
to canopy extraction methodology and quality. Four canopy extraction methods were
evaluated. Three methods followed the 1-source approach (thermal images), incorporating
both statistical and spatial analyses: (1) 2-pixel erosion (2PE), where non-canopy pixels
were removed by thresholding followed by morphological erosion; (2) edge detection (ED),
where edges were identified and then morphologically dilated; and (3) vegetation seg-
mentation (VS) using statistical analysis of the temperature histogram followed by spatial
watershed segmentation. A fourth method, denoted RGB-BM, followed the multi-source
approach and used an RGB image to statistically extract a binary canopy layer to mask
the thermal image. Additionally, two approaches to canopy temperature calculation were
assessed by calculating the following: (1) the average of 100% of canopy pixels (T100%),
and the average of the coolest 33% of canopy pixels (T33%).

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Research Area

A field experiment was conducted during the 2019 season in a 4 ha commercial late-
harvest peach orchard (Prunus persica cv. 1881) located near Mishmar Hayarden, Israel
(33.01◦N; 35.60◦E) (Figure 1). The elevation of the orchard ranges from 171 to 188 m
above sea level, the average slope is 5% to the northwest, and within the orchard, the
slope ranges from 0 to 11.3%. The orchard was planted in 2007 with spacing of 2.6 m
and 5 m between trees and rows, respectively, and was divided into 22 management cells
(MC) of 35 m × 35 m to monitor various orchard parameters, including canopy area and
SWP. A precision drip irrigation regime was implemented in the north subplot (MC 1–11),
while the south subplot (MC 12–22) was uniformly irrigated. A detailed description of
the irrigation design of the entire orchard and the decision-making process in the north
subplot using thermal image-based tree water status estimation following the 2PE canopy
extraction method is reported in [27]. The experiment was conducted during stage III of
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fruit development, which is the primary stage of fruit growth and period when most of the
annual irrigation is applied.
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Figure 1. Mishmar Hayarden peach orchard (green line) divided into 22 management cells (MC)
(black dashed squares).

The major steps of data acquisition and analysis are presented as a flow chart in
Figure 2.

2.2. Image Acquisition

Ten high-resolution thermal images were acquired between 21 July and 26 August
2019. A sensitive (±2 ◦C) uncooled FLIR SC655 camera (FLIR® Systems, Inc., Billerica, MA,
USA) with 640 × 480 resolution was mounted on a six-engine drone (Datamap Group,
Bnei Brak, Israel). The flight height for all campaigns was 100 m, and the subsequent
ground spatial resolution was approximately 7 cm. All campaigns were conducted midday
between 12:30 and 15:15 on cloudless days. Mosaics were created using the ThermCam
software (FLIR® Systems, Inc., Billerica, MA, USA) and Pix4D mapper software (Pix4D,
Prilly, Switzerland). All of the thermal images were resampled to the average pixel size of
the ten images, which was 7.3737 cm.

Two RGB images were acquired on 21 July and 12 August 2019 immediately prior to
the respective thermal image campaign using a Phantom 4 Pro V2 (DJI Technology Co.,
Ltd., Shenzhen, China). The ground spatial resolution was approximately 3 cm.

2.3. Canopy Extraction Methods

Four methods of canopy extraction from thermal images were applied and evaluated,
representing a range of techniques found in the literature. In this study, they were executed
primarily using the ArcGIS Pro software (ESRI, Redlands, CA, USA).
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tation (VS), and RGB binary masking (RGB-BM) canopy extraction methods (green boxes). Canopy 
temperature per management cell (MC) was calculated using the average of 100% of canopy pixels 
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Figure 2. Data acquisition and analysis of orchard canopy extraction accuracy, canopy temperature,
and orchard water status using the 2-pixel erosion (2PE), edge detection (ED), vegetation segmenta-
tion (VS), and RGB binary masking (RGB-BM) canopy extraction methods (green boxes). Canopy
temperature per management cell (MC) was calculated using the average of 100% of canopy pixels
(T100%) (orange boxes) and the average of the coolest 33% of canopy pixels (T33%) (blue boxes).
Orchard water status was estimated using the crop water stress index (CWSI) and the estimated
stem water potential (SWPe). The SWPe was based on a tree-scale stem water potential (SWP) and
CWSI relationship established using each canopy extraction method and each canopy temperature
calculation approach.

Three methods followed the 1-source approach, incorporating both statistical and
spatial analyses, using only thermal images:

(1) 2-pixel erosion (2PE):

a. Extraction of the coolest two-thirds of temperature pixels from the whole or-
chard histogram to separate canopy from non-canopy (mixed and soil) pix-
els [27] (statistical).

b. Morphological erosion of the two pixels [28] (spatial).

(2) Edge detection (ED) based on [21]:

a. Image sharpening with high pass filter (spatial).
b. Determination of edges (statistical).
c. Morphological expansion of three pixels (spatial).
d. Thresholding to extract only canopy pixels (statistical).

(3) Vegetation segmentation (VS) based on [29] written in the Matlab R2020a (Mathworks
Inc., Matick, MA, USA):

a. Temperature histogram analysis using the Otsu [30] and full-width-half-maxim
um [11] algorithms to differentiate between canopy and non-canopy pixels
(statistical).

b. Watershed segmentation to define the basin of each peach tree [14] (spatial).
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The temperature values per pixel of the 2PE, ED, and VS methods were retrieved by
multiplying the respective final layer of canopy pixels by the original thermal image.

A fourth method followed the multi-source approach, using a thermal and an RGB image:

(4) RGB-based binary masking (RGB-BM):

a. Resampling of the RGB to 7.3737 cm.
b. Georeferencing between the RGB and thermal layers.
c. The excess green index (ExG) (2G-R-B) is calculated per pixel and effectively

differentiates between plant and soil pixels [31].
d. Binary thresholding of the ExG layer to separate canopy from non-canopy

pixels [30] (statistical).
e. Thermal image masking using the ExG layer (post-binary thresholding) [24] to

retrieve the temperature values of each pixel (spatial).

2.4. Canopy Extraction Quality Evaluation

The quality of canopy extraction was determined by measuring the canopy area
consistency throughout the study as well as assessing the accuracy of each method (ArcGIS
Pro 2.9.0 software, ESRI, Redlands, CA, USA).

2.4.1. Canopy Area Consistency

During stage III, vegetative growth of deciduous fruit trees, including peaches, is
minimal to non-existent [32]. Hence, canopy area consistency can be used as a measure of
extraction quality. The canopy area (m2) per MC (n = 22) per image was calculated for all
four canopy extraction methods. On two dates, 21 July and 12 August, the median values
were calculated, and the Student’s t-test was used to determine significant differences in the
mean canopy area on these dates for each method (JMP statistical software, JMP Inc., Cary,
NC, USA). Additionally, the coefficient of variation (CV) was calculated for the canopy area
median values per image for the 2PE, ED, and VS methods.

2.4.2. Accuracy Assessment

Accuracy assessment was performed per canopy extraction method on the datasets
for 21 July and 12 August. All orchard pixels were reclassified into two categories using the
final extraction layer per image as pure-canopy and non-canopy pixels. Synchronization
between the final extraction layer (thermal or other) and the RGB ground truth image was
verified. One hundred sample points were divided equally between these categories. A
different set of 100 sample points was distributed for each of the four methods and two
dates. A total of 800 sample points were used in the analysis. Ground truth validation was
visually determined per sample point with the original RGB image from each respective
date, 21 July and 12 August. The ensuing confusion matrix included the following: sample
points that were correctly classified as canopy pixels (true positive—TP); sample points
that were classified as canopy but were actually non-canopy pixels (false positive—FP);
sample points that were correctly classified as non-canopy pixels (true negative—TN);
and sample points that were classified as non-canopy but were actually canopy pixels
(false negative—FN). The following parameters were calculated, enabling the evaluation
of canopy extraction quality: overall accuracy (Equation (2)); precision (Equation (3));
recall (Equation (4)); and F1-score, which is the harmonic mean of precision and recall [33]
(Equation (5)):

Overall accuracy = (TP + TN)/(TP + TN + FP + FN) (2)

Precision = TP/(TP + FP) (3)

Recall = TP/(TP + FN) (4)

F1 − score = 2 × (Precision × Recall)/(Precision + Recall) (5)



Remote Sens. 2023, 15, 1448 7 of 20

2.5. Canopy Temperature Calculation

The temperature of all extracted orchard canopy pixels was retrieved, and a histogram
was built for each method. Descriptive statistics were calculated for the histograms, includ-
ing mean, median, standard deviation, minimum, and maximum. The canopy temperature
of each MC was estimated using two methods: the average of 100% of canopy pixels
(T100%), and the average of the coolest 33% of canopy pixels (T33%). The calculations used
the raster [34], rgdal [35], and reshape2 [36] packages in R [37], and the canopy temperature
graphs were constructed using the ggplot2 package in R [38].

2.6. Orchard Water Status Estimation

The CWSI was calculated per MC following Equation (1): Twet was calculated based on
the average of the coolest 5% of canopy pixels of the whole orchard [9]; Tdry was calculated
empirically as Tair + 2 ◦C [7,27]; and Tcanopy was calculated using the methods described
in the previous section for T100% and T33%. The CWSI was denoted CWSI_T100% and
CWSI_T33%, respectively. Air temperature values for the day and time of each thermal
image campaign were acquired from the nearby Gadot meteorological station (33.03◦N;
35.62◦E). The CWSI graphs were constructed using the ggplot2 package in R [38].

2.6.1. Establishment of the Relationship between SWP and CWSI

Linear regression models were developed based on a field experiment that took place
during the fruit growth stage III of season 2018. Different irrigation levels were applied to
the three plots in the orchard to create a range of soil water contents and respective plant
water status. A campaign, including stem water potential (SWP) measurements of five trees
per plot (n = 15) and thermal imaging, took place on 05 August 2018 during stage III. Plant
water status was evaluated by measuring SWP using a Scholander-type pressure chamber
(Arimad, MRC Ltd., Holon, Israel). Two shaded leaves were covered with an aluminum
foil zip-lock bag 1.5 h before the measurement. Measurements were performed on each
measurement tree between the hours of 12:30–15:15, and the results were averaged per tree.

For each canopy extraction method (2PE, ED, VS, and RGB-BM), CWSI_T100% and
CWSI_T33% were calculated per measurement tree using the method described in the
previous section. Linear regression models were created using the SWP measurements and
the CWSI calculations and evaluated using the following parameters: correlation coefficient
(R2), root-mean-square error (RMSE), p-value, and the lower and upper 95% confidence
intervals of the intercept and slope using the JMP statistical software (JMP Inc., Cary, NC,
USA).

2.6.2. Estimated Stem Water Potential

The linear regression models were the basis for calculating the estimated SWP (SWPe).
The SWPe was calculated from the CWSI_T100% and CWSI_T33% values per MC for the
entire dataset, and its values were denoted SWPe_T100% and SWPe_T33%, respectively.
Additionally, SWP was measured on three to four healthy trees of representative canopy size
per MC in the north subplot and three trees per MC in the south subplot for each day of data
collection. The SWP measurements served as a reference indicating the actual water status
of each MC. The specific method and time of measurement is described in Section 2.6.1. The
SWPe was subtracted from the measured SWP per MC per day, and descriptive statistics
were used to evaluate the datasets: average, standard deviation, maximum, minimum,
median, 25% and 75% quartile, mean squared error (MSE), and RMSE. Additionally, each
measured SWP and SWPe value was compared to the optimal water status range of stage III,
which was defined between −1.17 and −1.43 MPa and based roughly on [39]. Above-range
values (>−1.17 MPa) indicated excessive moisture and possible over-irrigation; within-
range (optimal) SWP values (between −1.17 and −1.43 MPa) indicated sufficient water
status; and below-range values (<−1.43 MPa) specified orchard water stress. The variance
of each distribution was calculated.
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3. Results
3.1. Evaluation of Canopy Extraction Quality
3.1.1. Canopy Area Consistency

A difference in canopy area was evident between the two RGB-BM images on 21 July
and 12 August (Figure 3): the median values were 414 and 474 m2, respectively. This is a
difference of 60 m2, while slight differences were observed between these dates with the
2PE, ED, and VS methods: 6, 4, and 3 m2, respectively. Accordingly, a significant difference
in canopy area mean (increase) was calculated between the two RGB-BM images (p < 0.001,
n = 22 MC per date), while no difference was detected for the 2PE, ED, or VS methods
(p > 0.05, n = 22 MC per date).
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Figure 3. Canopy area (m2) per management cell (MC) (black dots) and box plot (red) per day of
image acquisition (21 July–26 August 2019). The black horizontal line is the grand mean. The green
boxes indicate data from 21 July and 12 August of the 2-pixel erosion (2PE), edge detection (ED), and
vegetation segmentation (VS) methods. The RGM binary masking (RGB-BM) method was performed only
on these dates. Note: the Y-axis range of the VS method is specifically different from the other methods.

The canopy area consistency of the 2PE, ED, and VS methods was evaluated using ten
thermal images (Figure 3). The 2PE and VS methods were more consistent compared to the
ED method. The median values per date of the 2PE ranged from 374 to 430 m2 (a difference
of 56 m2), and the values ranged from 555 m2 to 626 m2 (a difference of 71 m2) with the VS
method. In contrast, the median values of the ED method ranged from 288 to 460 m2 (a
difference of 172 m2, 3-fold of the 2PE method), indicating less consistency over time. The
coefficient of variation (CV) values of the 2PE, VS, and ED methods were 0.05, 0.04, and
0.13, respectively, highlighting the differences in consistency.

3.1.2. Accuracy Assessment

The differences in canopy area identification accuracy were evident between the
canopy extraction methods (Figure 4). The RGB-BM method was found to be the most
accurate among the canopy extraction methods, as demonstrated through the overall
accuracy and the F1-score values on both 21 July and 12 August. On 21 July, the recall
values of all of the methods were high (90–97%), indicating that most of the actual canopy
was correctly classified. The precision, or the degree to which the classified map correctly
identified canopy, however, varied according to extraction method: the 2PE and RGB-BM
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methods’ precision was fairly high (84%), while the VS method’s precision was the lowest
(62%). On 12 August, the recall values of the VS and RGB-BM methods were higher than
the 2PE and ED methods. The precision of the 2PE method was slightly less than the
RGB-BM method (78%), and the ED method’s precision was the lowest (68%).
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Figure 4. Overall accuracy (blue bars) of canopy/non-canopy classification and precision (red bars),
recall (yellow bars), and F1-score (grey bars) parameters of canopy classification as measured with a
confusion matrix per date for the 2-pixel erosion (2PE), edge detection (ED), vegetation segmentation
(VS), and RGB binary masking (RGB-BM) canopy extraction methods.

3.2. Canopy Temperature Calculation

The differences in estimated canopy temperature between the four canopy extraction
methods were evident at both the whole orchard and MC scales (Figure 5). The most striking
difference between the methods in the whole orchard histograms of canopy temperature
was the range of values. The temperature ranges of the extracted canopy pixels using the
RGB-BM method was substantially wider (30–64 ◦C) than that of the 2PE (30–42 ◦C), ED
(30–46 ◦C), and VS (30–47 ◦C) methods. The “tail” of the warm pixels of the RGB-BM
histogram is the result of non-tree canopy being misclassified as canopy. These warm pixels
were located between tree rows that contained grasses and soil but were free of tree canopy
material, and they are illustrated in the RGB-BM temperature map of the MC 5 (Figure 5
left image column). The ExG index, which is the basis for the RGB-BM method, seemingly
had difficulty differentiating between the different types of plant material. However, this
method was noticeably able to detect slight differences between canopy and non-canopy
pixels within the tree canopy, in contrast to the 2PE, ED, and VS methods which pixels were
all relatively coarse.
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Figure 5. Canopy temperature histogram of the whole orchard for the 2-pixel erosion (2PE), edge
detection (ED), vegetation segmentation (VS), and RGB binary masking (RGB-BM) canopy extraction
methods on 12 August 2019. Images of all extracted canopy temperature pixels (T100%) of the
management cell (MC) 5 (left image column) and the highlighted (turquoise) coolest 33% of canopy
temperature pixels (T33%) (right image column) for all canopy extraction methods.

The VS method histogram is characterized by a larger number of pixels between 38
and 47 ◦C compared to the other methods (Figure 5), indicating that not all mixed pixels
have been properly removed. The edges of canopy material (between one and three pixels)
are noticeably warmer than other parts of the canopy throughout the orchard. Additionally,
many between-row pixels of the MC 4 (not shown) were misidentified as canopy pixels. The
MC 4 was defined as stressed and irrigated according to the SWPe value. Over-irrigation
supposedly caused waterlogging in specific locations and relatively wet soil in others, and
it directly affected the pixel temperature in this MC (Figure 3 outlier).

Visible differences were evident between the spatial patterns of the extracted canopy
pixels and the coolest 33% of the canopy pixels for each canopy extraction method (Figure 5);
however, relatively small differences were noted in the spatial patterns between the coolest
33% canopy pixels of all extraction methods (Figure 5 right image column). Notable
differences were found between the canopy temperatures calculated using the average
100% of canopy pixels (T100%) and the average of the coolest 33% of canopy pixels (T33%)
(Figure 6). The average T100% values were higher than those of T33% for each canopy
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extraction method: 1.28 ◦C (ED), 1.37 ◦C (2PE), 2.85 ◦C (RGB-BM), and 3.02 ◦C (VS).
Additionally, the T100% calculation emphasized the differences between the extraction
methods. The RGB-BM and VS methods yielded considerably higher T100% than the 2PE
and ED methods. The value of the VS method was, on average, 1.91 ◦C higher than the 2PE
method, while the average differences between the 2PE and ED methods were minimal
(0.13 ◦C). The T33% dataset was characterized by minimal to slight differences between
the canopy extraction methods: an average difference of 0.04 ◦C between the 2PE and ED
methods and of 0.26 ◦C between the VS and 2PE methods.
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Figure 6. Canopy temperature (◦C) calculated by the average 100% (T100%) and by the average of
the coolest 33% (T33%) of canopy pixels per management cell (MC) between 21 July and 26 Aug
2019 for the canopy extraction methods: 2-pixel erosion (2PE) (turquoise), edge detection (dark blue),
vegetation segmentation (VS) (coral), and RGB binary masking (RGB-BM) (brick red).
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3.3. Orchard Water Status Estimation

The CWSI_T100% values were substantially higher than the CWSI_T33% values per
MC, per date, and per canopy extraction method, and they mirrored the trends found
in the canopy temperature calculated using T100% and T33% (Figure 7). The average
difference between the CWSI_100% and CWSI_T33% values for each canopy extraction
method was as follows: 0.28 (ED), 0.30 (2PE), 0.67 (RGB-BM), and 0.68 (VS). Within the
CWSI_T100% dataset, minimal differences were recorded between the 2PE and ED methods
(0.02), while large differences were calculated between the 2PE and VS methods (0.42). In
the CWSI_T33% dataset, no difference was found between the 2PE and ED methods, and a
difference of 0.03 was calculated between the VS and 2PE methods.
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Figure 7. Crop water status index (CWSI) with Tcanopy (◦C) calculated using the average 100%
(CWSI_T100%) and the average of the coolest 33% (CWSI_T33%) of canopy pixels. Twet = lowest
5% of canopy pixels, and Tdry = Tair + 2 ◦C. Values per management cell (MC) between 21 July and
26 August 2019 for the canopy extraction methods: 2-pixel erosion (2PE) (turquoise), edge detection
(ED) (dark blue), vegetation segmentation (VS) (coral), and RGB binary masking (RGB-BM) (brick
red). The table insert shows the air temperature (Tair (◦C)) values.
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3.3.1. SWP-CWSI Model Comparison

The relationship between the measured SWP and CWSI was modeled for all four canopy
extraction methods and the two temperature calculations (Figure 8). The CWSI_T100% values
are higher than the CWSI_T33% values per tree as expected. The R2 is higher and the
RMSE is lower for all of the CWSI_T33%-based models in comparison to the CWSI_T100%-
based models, regardless of extraction method, which possibly resulted from the higher
variability of canopy temperature per tree with the CWSI_T100% calculation. The intercept
of the CWSI_T100%-based models is significantly higher than CWSI-T33% for all canopy
extraction methods. There is a significant difference in slope between the CWSI_T100%-
based and CWSI_T33%-based models for the 2PE and ED methods (p < 0.0001), while
no significant difference is detected for the VS and RGB-BM methods (p > 0.05). The
slope signifies the sensitivity of CWSI in relation to the change in measured SWP. Within
the CWSI_T100%-based models, the slopes of the 2PE and ED methods are significantly
different (steeper) than the VS and RGM-BM methods (p < 0.0001) when each model was
compared to the other models. No difference is found between the intercepts of these
models. Within the CWSI_T33%-based models, no difference is found in the slope or
intercept. All eight models are significant (p < 0.0001), enabling the estimation of SWP
based on these relationships.
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Figure 8. Linear regression model of SWP and CWSI for the 2-pixel erosion (2PE), edge detection
(ED), vegetation segmentation (VS), and RGB binary masking (RGB-BM) canopy extraction methods.
Crop water status index (CWSI) with Tcanopy (◦C) calculated using the average 100% (CWSI_T100%)
(red points and lines) and the average of the coolest 33% (CWSI_T33%) (blue points and lines) of
canopy pixels. Twet = lowest 5% of canopy pixels, and Tdry = Tair + 2 ◦C. Each point represents a
measurement tree (n = 15).

3.3.2. Estimated Stem Water Potential

The difference between the measured and estimated SWP values was calculated per
MC for each canopy extraction and temperature calculation method, highlighting the
differences between the datasets (Figure 9). A value of zero indicates no difference between
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the measured and estimated SWP. Positive values indicate that the estimated SWP is lower
(more negative, the MC more stressed) than the measured SWP. Conversely, negative values
indicate that the estimated SWP value is higher (less negative, the MC less stressed) than the
measured SWP values. The average difference between the measured and estimated SWP
(SWPe_T100%) in the RGB-BM dataset is substantially higher in comparison to the other
canopy extraction methods and indicates a shift to more positive values, in comparison
to the SWPe_T33% values. The MSE and RMSE values reinforce this point and indicate
that the SWPe_T100% values of both the RGB-BM and the VS extraction methods are
higher than the measured SWP values, indicating that the extraction quality is poorer than
the 2PE and ED methods. The average differences between the measured and estimated
SWP (SWPe_T33%) for each extraction method are mostly negative and close to zero. The
histogram analysis, MSE, and RMSE all indicate that the 2PE, ED, and VS methods are
similar to each other, while the RGB-BM is slightly different. These results suggest that
theoretical irrigation decisions based on the SWPe_T33% values of the 2PE, ED, and VS
methods would yield similar results.

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

 

is poorer than the 2PE and ED methods. The average differences between the measured 
and estimated SWP (SWPe_T33%) for each extraction method are mostly negative and 
close to zero. The histogram analysis, MSE, and RMSE all indicate that the 2PE, ED, and 
VS methods are similar to each other, while the RGB-BM is slightly different. These results 
suggest that theoretical irrigation decisions based on the SWPe_T33% values of the 2PE, 
ED, and VS methods would yield similar results. 

 
Figure 9. The histogram of the difference between the measured and estimated stem water potential 
(SWPe) calculated using the canopy temperature data of the average 100% (SWPe_T100%) (pink 
bars) and the average of the coolest 33% (SWPe_T33%) (blue bars) of canopy pixels for the 2-pixel 
erosion (2PE), edge detection (ED), vegetation segmentation (VS), and RGB binary masking (RGB-
BM) canopy extraction methods. The frequency refers to the number of management cells (MC). The 
table insert provides the descriptive statistics of each dataset. Note: the Y-axis range of the RGB-BM 
method is specifically different from the other methods. 

The distribution of the SWPe_T100% and SWPe_T33% values for each canopy extrac-
tion method were compared to the defined optimal SWP range for stage III (between −1.17 
and −1.43 MPa) (Figure 10). Within the SWPe_T100% dataset, the RGB-BM distribution is 
noticeably offset to more negative SWP values, and a substantially high percentage of be-
low-range values (75%) were calculated, indicating that the orchard was estimated to be 
under greater stress in comparison to the 2PE and ED methods. Forty-three percent of the 
VS method’s SWPe values are below the optimum range. The majority of the SWPe values 
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The SWPe_T33% dataset is characterized by a higher percentage of values within the op-
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Figure 9. The histogram of the difference between the measured and estimated stem water potential
(SWPe) calculated using the canopy temperature data of the average 100% (SWPe_T100%) (pink bars)
and the average of the coolest 33% (SWPe_T33%) (blue bars) of canopy pixels for the 2-pixel erosion
(2PE), edge detection (ED), vegetation segmentation (VS), and RGB binary masking (RGB-BM) canopy
extraction methods. The frequency refers to the number of management cells (MC). The table insert
provides the descriptive statistics of each dataset. Note: the Y-axis range of the RGB-BM method is
specifically different from the other methods.

The distribution of the SWPe_T100% and SWPe_T33% values for each canopy extrac-
tion method were compared to the defined optimal SWP range for stage III (between −1.17
and −1.43 MPa) (Figure 10). Within the SWPe_T100% dataset, the RGB-BM distribution
is noticeably offset to more negative SWP values, and a substantially high percentage of
below-range values (75%) were calculated, indicating that the orchard was estimated to
be under greater stress in comparison to the 2PE and ED methods. Forty-three percent of
the VS method’s SWPe values are below the optimum range. The majority of the SWPe
values of the 2PE and ED (63%) methods are within the optimal range of orchard water
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status. The SWPe_T33% dataset is characterized by a higher percentage of values within
the optimal range of orchard water status for each canopy extraction method in comparison
to the SWPe_T100% dataset. Additionally, the variance of the SWPe_T33% values is sub-
stantially smaller in comparison to the SWPe_T100% dataset for each extraction method.
A negligible percentage of above-range SWPe values was calculated, indicating that the
orchard is theoretically not over-irrigated. The measured SWP distribution is similar to the
SWPe_T100% ED method dataset.
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Figure 10. Histogram of percent estimated stem water potential (SWPe) (MPa) calculated using the
canopy temperature data of the average 100% (SWPe_T100%) and the average of the coolest 33%
(SWPe_T33%) of canopy pixels in comparison to the defined optimal SWP range for stage III: upper
(−1.17 Mpa, blue dashed line) and lower (−1.43 Mpa, red dashed line) thresholds. Below-range
SWP values indicate orchard stress, while above-range water status values indicate theoretical over-
irrigation. The canopy extraction methods tested were 2-pixel erosion (2PE, turquoise polygon), edge
detection (ED, blue polygon), vegetation segmentation (VS, pink polygon), and RGB binary masking
(RGB-BM, red polygon).

4. Discussion

Canopy extraction that is based purely on the temperature attribute assumes a distinct
difference between soil and canopy temperatures. While this is largely true, canopy
temperature can be similar to shadowed or wet soil [40], and the temperature of mixed
pixels can be similar to canopy suffering from water stress [16]. In comparison, the canopy
of RGB images has a different multispectral signature than soil, enabling the use of spectral
vegetation indices for canopy classification. Accordingly, the ExG index, a popular index
for vegetation identification [41], served as the basis for binary thresholding in this study.
RGB images also have higher spatial resolution in comparison to thermal images. These
two characteristics led to the assumption that RGB-based canopy extraction would be
more accurate than using a single thermal image. This assumption was supported to some
extent by this study. Higher accuracy of canopy extraction was obtained by the RGB-based
method compared to the thermal-based methods. However, between-row weeds were
misclassified as tree canopy with the RGB-based method, leading to an atypical increase in
canopy area during stage III. Additionally, inaccuracies in geographical and geometrical fit
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between the RGB mask and the thermal image are a known drawback with multi-source
methods, such as RGB-BM [2], and explain the inclusion of warm canopy edges in the
canopy mask.

Between-row weeds and canopy edges are highly affected by surrounding high soil
temperatures, therefore leading to the overestimation of canopy temperature and CWSI in
this study. Camino et al. [16] also found that warm edge pixels cause significant errors in
almond tree canopy temperature and CWSI values. The VS method also included warm
temperature pixels on the edges of all trees in the orchard. Similar to the RGB-BM method,
the VS canopy temperature and CWSI values were higher in comparison to the 2PE and
ED methods. Conversely, the 2PE and ED methods were both able to adequately remove
canopy edge pixels by incorporating morphological erosion and edge detection algorithms,
respectively. The difference between these two groups of methods, 2PE–ED and VS–RGB-
BM, was also evident in the SWP–CWSI linear models calculated using the CWSI_T100%
values. The superiority of the 2PE and ED extraction methods over the RGB-BM method
implies that the multispectral nature and the high spatial resolution of the RGB images
do not obviate the need to incorporate spatial analyses, such as morphological erosion
and edge detection algorithms. This suggests that the contribution of the RGB images is
not significant for the canopy extraction stage and canopy pixels can be extracted with
high accuracy and reliability merely with thermal images. Furthermore, the multi-source
approach is slightly more complex and time consuming than the one-source approach,
primarily due to the critical georeferencing step. Thus, it is concluded that one-source
thermal-based approaches can be preferably used for canopy extraction.

Canopy temperature was estimated in this study using the average of all canopy pixels
(T100%) [7,10] and of the coolest 33% canopy pixels (T33%) [6,26,27]. The T100% values
were substantially higher than the T33% values for all MCs, dates, and canopy extrac-
tion methods. Within-crown temperature variability has been documented for almond
trees [16,42] and is partially affected by the inclusion of pixels at the edge of the canopy. The
T33% approach is less influenced by canopy temperature heterogeneity [6] and minimizes
the effect of mixed pixels. This idea is reinforced in the present study by the similar spatial
patterns and canopy temperatures between the canopy extraction methods using the T33%
calculation approach. The significant effect on temperature using the T100% approach
resulted in a pronounced effect on the CWSI.

Substantial differences were apparent between the extraction methods within the
CWSI_T100% dataset (Figure 7). The VS and RGB-BM values reached unexpectedly high
values for well-watered peach trees: 0.53–1.37 (VS) and 0.45–1.39 (RGB-BM). Furthermore,
the maximum CWSI_T100% values of the 2PE and ED methods were extremely high:
0.77 (2PE) and 0.82 (ED). A CWSI value of one indicates an extremely stressed peach tree
with closed stomata. For reference, in one of the experimental plots that formed the basis
for the SWP–CWSI models in this study, irrigation was suspended for a total of three weeks
prior to the imaging campaign. In this plot, and in stark contrast to the VS method, the
CWSI_T100% values of the measurement trees ranged between 0.58 and 0.96. CWSI values
higher than one imply that non-canopy pixels are included in the calculation. In contrast,
no significant differences were found between the CWSI values that were calculated using
the T33% approach. Additionally, and similar to the findings of Cohen et al. (2017) in
cotton, the SWP–CWSI models using the T100% approach were inferior in comparison to
the T33% approach. Most importantly, the T33% dataset produced similar SWP–CWSI
models irrespective of the canopy extraction method used, while the T100% yielded very
different models. These results highlight the robustness of the T33% approach and indicate
that it is not sensitive to the canopy extraction accuracy.

The robustness of the T33% approach is further emphasized by comparing the SWPe
values to the optimal water status range. This optimal range of SWP constitutes the basis
for irrigation decision making [27]. Therefore, a comparison of the SWPe distribution to
the optimal range can indicate the extent to which a specific canopy extraction method is
prone to water stress overestimation and leads to hypothetical over-irrigation as a result.
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Within the SWPe_T33%, a large percentage of the estimated SWP values were within range
for the 2PE, ED, and VS methods, indicating a theoretical irrigation policy that adequately
brings and maintains the MC in the optimal range. Higher percentages of above-range
SWP values were calculated with the VS and RGM-BM methods (compared to additional
extraction methods), indicating that the orchard was supposedly under a higher degree of
stress, necessitating increased irrigation.

The comparison of the SWPe_T100% distribution of values to the optimal water
status range further reinforces the fact that the estimated SWP values calculated with the
T100% method, and in particular using the RGB-BM canopy extraction method, possibly
overestimate orchard water status, hypothetically resulting in more-than-optimal irrigation
application with subsequent agronomic and economic consequences [32]. It should be noted
that none of the canopy extraction methods or temperature calculation methods sufficiently
estimated above-range (less negative) water status or below-range extremely stressed (more
negative) values in the SWPe_T33% dataset. This result, rather than indicating the quality
of the canopy extraction, signifies a general limitation of water status assessment using
thermal images. Thermal-based water status estimation suffers from different types of
inaccuracies, including the effect of meteorological conditions and different approaches for
determination of Twet and Tdry values.

5. Conclusions

The current study explored the sensitivity of thermal image-based orchard water
status estimation to canopy extraction quality using four canopy extraction methods, which
was previously unaddressed in scientific literature. Three methods used a single thermal
image (1-source) (2PE, ED, and VS), while a fourth method incorporated a thermal and an
RGB image (multi-source) (RGB-BM). Two approaches to canopy temperature calculation
were also evaluated: the average of all canopy pixels (T100%) and the average of the coolest
33% of canopy pixels (T33%). This study found that canopy pixels can be extracted with
high accuracy and reliability using only thermal images, primarily using the 2PE and ED
methods. The incorporation of an RGB image reduces the overall quality, as between-row
weeds and warm canopy edges are misidentified as tree canopy. Additionally, the T33%
approach to canopy temperature calculation was found to be robust and not sensitive to
canopy extraction accuracy. In comparison, the T100% approach, specifically for the VS and
RGB-BM methods, overestimated orchard water stress. These findings indicate that orchard
water status is sensitive to canopy extraction quality but is affected to a greater degree by the
canopy temperature calculation approach. Future research should explore the relationship
between SWP and CWSI on additional days, under different meteorological conditions,
and over seasons to strengthen the estimation of orchard water status. Future research
should also explore the sensitivity of orchard water status to canopy extraction quality in
additional varieties of peach and other fruit trees located in different environments. Such
research studies will widen the scope of impact and scale of the main findings from this
study, improving irrigation management based on thermal images.
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Abbreviations

CWSI crop water stress index

CWSI_T33%
crop water stress index calculated with the average temperature of the coolest 33%
of canopy pixels

CWSI_T100%
crop water stress index calculated with the average temperature of 100% of
canopy pixels

ED edge detection
ExG excess green index
MC management cell
RGB-BM red –green–blue binary masking
SWP stem water potential (MPa)

SWPe_T33%
estimated stem water potential using the average temperature of the coolest 33%
of canopy pixels (MPa)

SWPe_T100%
estimated stem water potential using the average temperature of 100% of canopy
pixels (MPa)

T33% average temperature of the coolest 33% of canopy pixels
T100% average temperature of 100% of canopy pixels
VS vegetation segmentation
2PE 2-pixel erosion
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