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Abstract: Climate change is increasing the vulnerability of Mediterranean coniferous plantations. 
Here, we integrate a Landsat time series with a physically-based distributed hydrological model 
(Watershed Integrated Management in Mediterranean Environments—WiMMed) to examine 
spatially-explicit relationships between the mortality processes of Pinus pinaster plantations and the 
hydrological regime, using different spectral indices of vegetation and machine learning algorithms.                  
The Normalized Burn Ratio (NBR) and Moisture Stress Index (MSI) show the highest correlations 
with defoliation rates. Random Forest was the most accurate model (R2 = 0.79; RMSE = 0.059), 
showing a high model performance and prediction. Support vector machines and neural networks 
also demonstrated a high performance (R2 > 0.7). The main hydrological variables selected by the 
model to explain defoliation were potential evapotranspiration, winter precipitation and maximum 
summer temperature (lower Out-of-bag error). These results show the importance of hydrological 
variables involved in evaporation processes, and on the change in the spatial distribution of seasonal 
rainfall upon the defoliation processes of P. pinaster. These results underpin the importance of 
integrating temporal remote sensing data and hydrological models to analyze the drivers of forest 
defoliation and mortality processes in the Mediterranean climate. 

Keywords: forest disturbance; Pinus plantations; Landsat time-series data; hydrological model; 
machine learning; defoliation mapping 

 

1. Introduction 

Mediterranean Basin forests have undergone a severe and accelerated process of historical 
degradation [1]. To protect the soil against erosion and to restore watersheds, during the second half 
of the 20th century ca. 3.5 million ha (ca. 8.6 million acres or 13,513 square miles) were reforested in 
Spain, the area occupied by conifers representing 78.3% of the total reforested area and 54.5% of the 
national area covered by conifers [2]. Usually, pine plantations present a set of structural problems 
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(e.g., regularity, coetaneity (being contemporaneous), and high density), which are associated with a 
lower resilience capacity of such forests [3].  

The rise in temperature and increased frequency of severe droughts predicted for the near future 
[4] will increase the vulnerability of Mediterranean coniferous plantations, ultimately affecting their 
growth, vigor and long-term persistence [5–7]. Declining radial growth and increased mortality rates 
have been described for drought-prone forests throughout the world [8], leading to widespread tree 
mortality across many forest biomes [9], due to induction of stomatal closure, catastrophic xylem 
embolism of the vascular system, or hydraulic failure related to soil water availability [10]. However, 
the estimation of the soil water available to plants using meteorological information is very complex, 
due to the large number of processes involved in the soil–water balance. Moreover, field 
measurement of these processes is expensive, labor-intensive, and often limited in temporal scope 
and spatial scale [11]. For this purpose, most studies have used hydrological models to delineate the 
soil-hydrological cycle [12]; although, there is a limited number of studies where hydrological models 
were used in the context of forest decline analysis, particularly in forest plantations [13]. One of these 
models used in this study, the Watershed Integrated Management in Mediterranean Environments 
(WiMMed) model, is a physically-based, distributed hydrological model, which has been used to 
obtain a spatial interpolation of the meteorological variables and the physical modeling of the water 
in the soil. This model was specifically developed for surface hydrology studies in Mediterranean 
climates [14]. 

Forest decline related to droughts and pathogen outbreaks appears to be increasing in various 
forest ecosystems [15]. The use of remote sensing data for the early detection of these processes is 
critical to assess their impacts before more profound structural changes occur [16]. Defoliation is one 
of the most widely used parameters to monitor decline processes in forestry, thus its assessment has 
important implications for the estimation of vegetation status [17]. In this context, the Landsat 
program still offers both the temporal (16 days on average) and the spectral (seven reflectance bands 
covering the visible, near-infrared and shortwave-infrared wavelengths) capabilities necessary for 
ecological monitoring and the detection of change [18,19]. The canopies of pine plantations are 
generally homogeneous and spectrally uniform. For this reason, remote sensing is a useful approach 
for understanding the dynamics of these forests and their responses to natural disturbance [20]. 
Multispectral sensors have been successfully used to estimate biophysical variables in closed forest 
canopies [21]. However, due to the complexity of the estimation of biophysical variables at canopy 
level, several normalizing indices have been used to minimize any effects of the soil background and 
scattering processes caused by structural canopy properties [22]. Hence, defoliation measured using 
a time series of Vegetation Indices (VIs) at annual and sub-annual scales provides an opportunity for 
a timely detection of canopy changes related to forest decline [23]. 

Remotely-sensed and ancillary data used in heterogeneous landscapes can be non-normal, 
multi-model and categorical [24]. For this reason, non-parametric methods have gained heightened 
research interest in the last decade [25]. Thus, various advanced classification algorithms such as 
Random Forest (RF) [26], Support Vector Machines (SVMs) [27] and Neural Networks (NNs) [28] are 
some of the more-popular, non-parametric algorithms based on machine learning (ML) to extract tree 
species information from multi-sensor and multispectral remote sensing images due to their superior 
image handling capability [29]. In particular, RF is widely used for classifying multi- and 
hyperspectral data for plant species identification and classification [30], while, the application of 
SVM and ANN classification algorithms has been mainly explored in forest species classification 
using multispectral imagery [31]. Previous studies have used different ML methods in the context of 
forest decline analysis using VIs and climate data [32]. 

In the last decades, there has been an increase of interest in understanding the relationship 
between drought-induced forest decline and the spatiotemporal dynamics of water availability 
through the use of hydrological models [33]. However, to the best of our knowledge, the usefulness 
of VIs derived from Landsat data for the estimation of Pinus pinaster defoliation has not been 
investigated. There is also a lack of information on how machine-learning (ML) methods can perform 
on delineating forest defoliation processes in Mediterranean pine plantations [32].  
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Based on the experience of previous results [21,34] which investigated the use of Landsat for 

forest defoliation assessment in the same area, the objective of this study was to integrate information 
derived from long time-series of Landsat images and the hydrological model Watershed integrated 
Management (“WiMMed”) to assess the defoliation processes of Pinus pinaster Aiton plantations in 
Southern Spain. Our specific aims were: (i) To identify the most robust VIs obtained from Landsat 
temporal series for P. pinaster stands defoliation assessment at stands level; (ii) to identify 
hydrological variables trends using WiMMed, and provide a conceptual framework that explains the 
hydrologic stresses and factors causing defoliation in P. pinaster stands; (iii) to quantify the 
relationships between hydrological variables and VIs at the stand scale using machine-learning (ML) 
methods (RF; SVM and NNs), thereby identifying the main environmental variables related to forest 
defoliation processes; and (iv) to develop prediction models to forecast yearly defoliation for the 
study area based on the best environmental drivers. Our results present a novel approach to a rapid 
and effective assessment of defoliation on large forest areas, and addressing the main hydrological 
variables behind those processes. Large-scale mapping can help to develop an adaptive silviculture 
in even-aged pine stands under the current impacts of climate change in drought-prone areas. 

2. Materials and Methods 

2.1. Study Area 

The study area is located in South-eastern Spain (Sierra de Baza, Granada-Andalusia (hereafter 
SB, 37°23′0″N, 2°50′0″W, elevation 800 to 1200 m) captured by Landsat path 200, row 34) (Figure 1), 
which has experienced contrasting pine mortality processes according to the Forest Health Andalusia 
Network in 2013 and increasing forward, related to locally intense droughts [5]. The pine plantations 
selected for study grow in an abrupt area at an elevation ranging from 1177 to 2062 m a.s.l., covering 
an area of 3,080 ha (ca. 7611 acres). The mean annual temperature is 11.6 ºC, and annual precipitation 
oscillates between 354 mm and 494 mm, concentrating mainly in winter (35%), and to a lesser extent 
in spring-fall (30%, Baza, Regional Climate Center, 1981–2017), corresponding to a Mediterranean 
semi-arid climate [35]. The annual average potential evapotranspiration (PET) is more than twice the 
average annual rainfall, presenting negative values between seven and eight months. The geological 
substrate is composed of phyllites and quartzites, with the most abundant soil types being leptosols 
and regosols on dolomites in naturally regenerated forests, and entisols and inceptisols on limestones 
in plantations. The forest stands in this region are mainly characterized by pine forest plantations 
(Pinus sylvestris L., Pinus nigra Arnold subsp. salzmannii (Dunal), Pinus pinaster Aiton and Pinus 
halepensis Mill.) and riparian species in the nearby stream bottoms (Populus spp., Rubus ulmifolius 
Schott., Salix alba L.). The dominant tree species is Maritime pine (P. pinaster), which covers 22.2% of 
the study area. Between 2010 and 2014 a massive mortality process was detected in Sierra de Baza, 
affecting at least 2500 ha of P. pinaster afforestation [36]. 

2.2. Defoliation Data Assessment and Quality Control 

In June 2017 we selected 64 plots (60 m × 60 m (0.36 ha), each comprising the extent of four 
Landsat pixels) across a range of P. pinaster defoliation levels, in relatively-homogeneous, 
monospecific stands of P. pinaster (Figure 1). The selection of these stands was based on the current 
species distribution according to the Andalusia Environmental Information Network (REDIAM; 
http://juntadeandalucia.es/medioambiente/site/rediam/portada/), while all forested areas dominated 
by pine species (P. halepensis, P. nigra and P. sylvestris), riparian vegetation and areas within 60 m of 
major roads, were removed. Defoliation was estimated by two different experts according to the ICP 
Forests manual (i.e., the percentage of crown decline and transparency) [37,38]. Each plot, according 
to the crown defoliation (expressed on percent values with 5% increments), was separated into two 
defoliation levels as: ‘‘High” (trees with >60% defoliation) and ‘‘Low” (Trees showing ≤60% 
defoliation) using the approach proposed by ICP-Forests [36,38]. Dead trees (>90% of crown 
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damaged) were excluded. A sub-meter global satellite receiver (Leica Zeno 20 GIS, Leica Geosystems, 
Switzerland) was used to survey the plot position.  

The structure and silvicultural conditions were characterized by a density of 280 trees ha-1, height 
of 10.6 m, basal area of 47.8 m2 ha-1, and mean quadratic diameter of 24.1 cm. 

 
Figure 1. Location of Pinus pinaster forests in Sierra de Baza (37°13′N, 2°32′W) and sampled plots                
(N = 64; circles). A map showing the distribution of Maritime pine in the western Mediterranean Basin 
(upper inset left, brown area) with a square (black box) indicating the study area in SE Spain 
(Andalusia-Granada, lower inset left). 

2.3. Landsat Processing and Vegetation Indexes 

Our study used several data sets and required the development of remote sensing indices and 
data analysis procedures. Therefore, a flow chart outlining the steps and relationships of each process 
is provided in Figure 2. 

The image datasets acquired for this study consisted of 26 Landsat-5 TM, three Landsat-7 ETM+ 
and five Landsat-8 OLI images (WRS-2 path 200, row 34), ranging between 1984 and 2017. Only 
images obtained in the latter part of the hydrological year (July, August and September) were 
considered. All of these datasets were selected based on the absence of cloud cover; however, when 
we found multiple cloud-free images for a given year, the image acquired closest to September the 
1st was selected. The images were downloaded from the United States Geological Survey (USGS), and 
had been processed as level 1T (precision and terrain corrected) products. Additional geo-referencing 
was not necessary. On 31 May 2003, the Landsat Enhanced Thematic Plus (ETM+) Scan Line Corrector 
(SLC) failed. We applied a two-file methodology to fill the gaps in the 2008 and 2012 Landsat-7 ETM+ 
images [39]. 

This multi-temporal image series was used to assess the forest health status in each year; 
however, other factors can contribute to the variability in multi-temporal spectral responses. The new 
Landsat-8 OLI is slightly different in its spectral response with respect to the previous Landsat-7 
ETM+ and Landsat-5 TM. In several comparative studies (see [19,40]), Landsat-8 OLI had higher 
values of the near-infrared band for vegetative land-cover types than Landsat-7 TM and Landsat-5 
TM [41]. However, part of this difference appears to be systematic, and can be removed by regression 
equations [42]. For this reason, we applied an “absolute-normalization” approach [43] to normalize 
each image band-by-band to the reference image. 
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Figure 2. Flowchart describing the methodological steps to integrate Landsat time-series of 
Normalized Burn Ratio (NBR) and hydrological modeling to assess the forest defoliation of Pinus 
pinaster Aiton., in south-eastern Spain. 

The reference image (2017) was corrected radiometrically using the radiometric gain and offset 
values associated with the Landsat OLI image. Next, we applied an atmospheric correction with the 
MODTRAN4 tool provided by the remote sensing software ENVI. The image corrected for the 
atmospheric surface reflectance was then used to normalize all other images, using the iteratively re-
weighted multivariate alteration detection (IR-MAD) technique [44]. In this method, one 
atmospherically-absolutely-calibrated image (2017) was selected as the reference to which all others 
were adjusted, using two separate approaches: The selection of Pseudo-invariant Features (PIFs) and 
statistical ordination (MAD) [43]. Firstly, the IR-MAD transformation found invariant pixels for a 
partly-artificial dataset. Secondly, the invariant pixels obtained were used to build linear regression 
equations, which were used to spectrally align each of the six bands of an image. The quality of the 
normalized images was evaluated in terms of paired t-tests and F-tests for equal means and variances, 
respectively. Finally, in order to create a consistent and radiometrically-stable multi-temporal series, 
a topographic normalization was applied. We chose the C-Correction method. The results obtained 
by other authors indicate that the C-Correction performed better than other methods of topographic 
correction [45]. 

All image processing was performed within the ENVI remote sensing image analysis 
environment (ITT Visual Information Solutions, version 5.3). Extensions to ENVI for the IR-MAD 
transformation, radiometric normalization and C-Correction were written by Mort Canty in IDL 
language [44]. 

Decline in P. pinaster forests is characterized by a reduction in the leaf area (defoliation), thus the 
Landsat indices based on the fraction of absorbed photosynthetically-active radiation might be 
appropriate data choices to assess this process [46]. Therefore, once images were processed, four 
different Vegetation Indices, which were frequently used for defoliation estimation, including the 
Moisture Stress Index (MSI), the Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI), optimized soil 
adjusted vegetation index (OSAVI), the Normalized Burn Ratio (NBR), and the Enhanced Vegetation 
Index (EVI), were computed (Table 1). 
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Table 1. Vegetation indices (VIs) considered in the study of Maritime pine stands in decline process 
in Sierra de Baza (Andalusia-Granada). 

Acronym Vegetation Index Equation References 

EVI Enhanced Vegetation Index 2.5  NIR  RED 
(NIR + C1RED  C2BLUE) + L [47] 

MSI Moisture Stress Index 
SWIR1NIR  [48] 

NBR Normalized Burn Ratio 
(NIR  SWIR2)
(NIR + SWIR2) [49] 

NDVI Normalized Difference Vegetation Index 
(NIR  RED)
(NIR + RED) [50] 

OSAVI Optimized Soil Adjusted Vegetation Index (1 + L)
(NIR  RED) 

(NIR + RED + 0.16) [51] 

2.4. Estimating Stand Defoliation from Vegetation Indices 

We used artificial neural networks (ANN) to select the best index to estimate defoliation. The 
neural network has several advantages, including its nonparametric nature, arbitrary decision 
boundary capability, and easy adaptation to different types of data and input structures, making it a 
promising technique for land-cover classification [52]. We used the multilayer perceptron. This type 
of neural network is the most popular for image classification [53]. The accuracy of our classification 
algorithms was evaluated using a hold-out cross-validation [54]. In this case, we used a random 
sample of 70% from the training data set (45 plots) and carried out backpropagation repeatedly, 
alternating with forward passes, and thus the validation was performed by data partitioning using a 
30% subset of field plots to validate the model [55]. To test the classification model, we calculated the 
overall accuracy and global error on the basis of confusion matrices. 

2.5. Hydrological Model 

The Watershed Integrated Management in Mediterranean Environments (WiMMed) model is a 
physically-based, distributed hydrological model [14]. The algorithms used by the model were 
developed, taking into account the absence of accurate climate data for these areas, which is largely 
due to the rough terrain in Mediterranean mountainous areas [56]. WiMMed was used to obtain a 
spatial interpolation of the meteorological and soil water variables in the soil vadose zone for 1980–
2017 at different temporal scales (Table S1, Supplementary Material). The model included corrections 
with weight for both rainfall and temperature [56], and topographic corrections for solar radiation. 
The hydrological model WiMMed was calibrated and validated in previous studies in a mountain 
region near to the study area [14]. 

2.6. Relationship Between Defoliation and Hydrological Variables 

To assess the relationship between the hydrological variables and forest health status, regression 
models were constructed. However, due to the relatively small number of field observations (64), we 
set 255 plots over the P. pinaster stands delimited by its distribution in the study area. The plots were 
randomly distributed by using the Random points inside polygons tool in QGIS 2.18 (QGIS 
Development Team, 2018), with a minimum distance between these points of 100 m. After the 
cleaning of points placed out of forested areas or nearby roads, the total number of plots was 255. 
The value of the selected VI was used as an indicator of forest defoliation in the regression models. 
This approach allows an increase in the number of observations, and has been validated in other 
studies [57]. Both types of variables (response and predictors) were obtained in raster format, at a 
pixel size of 30 m. All of the raster files have the same number of rows and columns, and are aligned 
so that they match pixel-by-pixel. 

The 255 plots of the different defoliation levels were assigned to build a predictive model among 
defoliation, expressed as VI, and hydrological variables using the Random Forest (RF) machine-
learning algorithm [29]. This method does not require statistical assumptions about the nature of the 
data; for instance, normality or homoscedasticity.  
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First, we created a correlation matrix using Spearman’s correlation coefficient (non-parametric 
test). The variables with a p-value > 0.05 were removed. In the second step, we performed a 
multicollinearity analysis using the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF). The predictor variables with   
VIF > 10 [58] were removed. The climatic and hydrological variables were reduced to nine non-
collinear variables (see Table S1 Supplementary Material), giving the final dataset by a variable 
selection procedure based on a random forest (RF) Machine Learning Model [59]. Thus, once the best 
predictor variables had been selected, we build the regression model using RF. Training data 
selection is one of the major factors determining the degree to which the regression rules can be 
generalized [60]. Previous studies show that this factor could be more important for obtaining 
accurate results than the selection of the regression algorithms [61]. We estimated the accuracy of the 
RF predictions dividing the data set into two segments: One was used to train the model (70%) and 
the other to validate it (30%). This procedure consisted of three steps. In the first, the variables were 
ranked according to a variable importance measure, and the unimportant ones were eliminated.  
The second aimed to select all variables related to the response for interpretation purposes. The third 
refined the selection by eliminating redundancy from the set of variables selected in the second step, 
for prediction purposes [62]. In order to evaluate the stability of the selected regression models and 
for the result to be statistically valid, hold out cross-validations were performed. Finally, the root-
mean-squared error (RMSE), average error (AVE), R-squared (R2), Spearman´s rho (S) and root-mean-
squared error of the cross-validation (RMSECV) were calculated to assess the regression 
performance. We used k-fold cross-validation (k = 20). 

We performed all analyses using the R software, version 3.4.0 [63]. The yaImpute, extract and 
vsurf R packages were used to calculate variable selection and regression with RF and the usdm 
package was used to perform the collinearity analysis [64]. Predictive models were built using the R 
caret package [65]. For RF, SVMs and NNs, additional R packages—randomForest [66], kernlab [67] and 
nnet [68], respectively—were used. 

2.7. Temporal Trends 

To test the precision of the model along the temporal series, every year was input and tested 
separately, and the predicted NBR was compared with the real NBR in the same year. Their 
correlation coefficient and error were calculated. Every statistic result was based upon the 255 sample 
points. 

3. Results 

3.1. Estimating Stand Defoliation from Vegetation Indices 

The hold-out cross-validation between the defoliation and VIs is presented in Figure 3. All VIs 
considered were sensitive to variation in defoliation, nevertheless, the spectral indices that cover 
different infrared or SWIR areas of the electromagnetic spectrum, showed a strong relationship to 
defoliation with global accuracy from 0.65 to 0.67 for all of them. The best correlation relationships 
were observed between the defoliation and MSI and NBR. However, OSAVI, NDVI and EVI showed 
lower values of accuracy and higher error values. The errors value of NBR was 0.32, slightly better 
than those of the other VIs, with moderate accuracy prediction results (errors from 0.65 to 0.67), and 
therefore NBR was used as defoliation input for both model training and temporal trends. 
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Figure 3. Global error and overall accuracy values of The Normalized Burn Ratio (NBR); Moisture 
Stress Index (MSI); Optimized Soil Adjusted Vegetation Index (OSAVI); Normalized Difference 
Vegetation Index (NDVI); and Enhanced Vegetation Index (EVI) for classification defoliation grades 
of Pinus pinaster forests obtained through hold-out cross-validation (NN: Neural Networks). 

3.2. Relationship between NBR and Hydrological Variables 

The correlation analysis (Spearman´s test) (Figure 4) revealed a significant relationship between 
the spatial values of NBR and the hydrological variables. Climate variables at the seasonal scale were 
better correlated with the NBR index than were the annual variables. Autumn temperatures had 
significant correlation coefficients (e.g., r = −0.48 with minimum temperature, r = −0.40 with 
maximum temperature and r = −0.30 with mean temperature). The variables involved in the water 
balance showed a moderate response to the NBR, with the rainfall as the only variable highly 
correlated (r = 0.44). Winter temperatures also showed similar correlations (e.g., r = −0.49 with 
maximum temperature and r = −0.42 with mean temperature). In this season, the value of NBR was 
significantly related, not only with the variables involved in the water balance, but also with those 
involved in the snow layer dynamics (r = −0.38 with snowfall and r = 0.34 with snow days). Spring 
and summer climatic variables showed a similar behavior in the defoliation-climate correlations. In 
spring the only significant correlation was negatively with the potential evapotranspiration (r = 
−0.39), and in summer, NBR was negatively correlated to the maximum temperature (r = −0.43) and 
potential evapotranspiration (r = −0.40). For annual average values, the highest significant correlation 
coefficients with the NBR were obtained with the maximum temperature (r = −0.43), potential 
evapotranspiration (r = −0.37), evaporation (r = 0.35), interception (r = 0.34) and soil evaporation (r = 
−0.34). 
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Figure 4. Spearman´s correlation coefficients obtained by comparing defoliation (proxi NBR) and 
hydrological variables for Pinus pinaster forests affected by the defoliation process in Sierra de Baza 
(Andalusia-Granada). In (a), the variables were then computed for the hydrological year (01 October 
to September 30, inclusive), and (b) mean values were then computed at the seasonal scale. At the 
right of dashed line, hydrological variables related to the soil water content. Dotted lines are 
significant values (p < 0.05). See Table S.1 for a list of the variables. 

3.3. Hydrological Variables Selection 

After selecting significant correlations and removing collinear variables, the initial 45 
hydrological variables obtained from the WiMMed model were reduced to nine variables by a 
variable selection procedure based upon RF (VSURF) (Table S1 Supplementary Material). Table S2 
(Supplementary Material) contains the relative importance values obtained for each variable, having 
a higher importance for those related to temperature (maximum temperature, potential 
evapotranspiration and minimum temperature). The second-highest scores were the variables 
associated with the soil–water balance (soil evaporation, rainfall and infiltration), while the snow-
related variables (e.g., snowfall and number of snow days) had lower values of relative importance 
(Figure S1 Supplementary Material). The selected variables were those that provided important 
information and reduced the Out-of-bag (OOB) error (Figure 5), the most-important predictor 
variables being: Maximum temperature of summer, potential evapotranspiration, minimum 
temperature of autumn, soil evaporation, rainfall of winter and interception, and three variables were 
eliminated: (Infiltration, snow days in winter and snowfall in autumn). 

Then we used random forest (RF), artificial neural networks (ANN) and support vector 
machines (SVM) to estimate defoliation (Table 2; Figure 6, Figure S2 Supplementary Material). The 
defoliation models based on regression methods provided R2 values that ranged from 0.70 to 0.79 
(Table 2), with RMSECV and RMSE below 12%. The RF model achieved the highest overall accuracy 
(R2 = 0.79; RMSECV = 0.05). The SVM and NN models showed similar behavior regarding the 
performance metrics, with R2 values of 0.70 and 0.71, respectively. The models showed moderate 
values of S and AVE. 
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Figure 5. Out-of-bag (OOB) error obtained in the prediction defoliation model of Maritime pine stands 
in a decline process in the variance, reached a local optimum, including the 80% of the data in the 
training set. Importance of environmental predictors in predicting the presence or absence of 
defoliation in southeastern Andalusia (Spain). Importance is measured by Random Forest (RF). 

Table 2. Summary of the statistical criteria computed for the evaluation of regression models used to 
study the defoliation of Pinus pinaster forests in Sierra de Baza (Southern Spain, Andalusia-Granada). 
Root Mean Squared Error (RMSE); average error (AVE), R-squared (R2), Spearman´s ρ (S) and root-
mean-squared error of the cross-validation (RMSECV). 

Model RMSE AVE R2 S RMSECV 
Random Forest 0.0652 0.0112 0.7993 0.7030 0.0595 

Support Vector Machines 0.0642 0.0036 0.7046 0.5861 0.0731 
Neural Network 0.0737 −0.0096 0.7111 0.5012 0.0714 

3.4. Temporal Trends 

To test the precision of the model, every year of the Landsat temporal series was tested 
separately. The NBR of the predicted year was calculated by the real NBR in the last year. Then, the 
predicted NBR was compared with the real NBR in the same year (Figure 6). Every statistic result 
was based on the 255 sample points. The correlation coefficient between the predicted NBR and the 
real NBR ranged from 0.84–0.36 (Table S3 Supplementary Material). Of the 34 predicted years, 1994 
obtained the best prediction, and there were also some years with a lower correlation coefficient, such 
as 1996, 1999, 2007 and 2011. This result showed that the NBR model could effectively forecast the 
defoliation of the damaged P. pinaster trees, and could provide the basis for prediction of the forest 
defoliation occurrence. 
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Figure 6. Comparison of the predicted NBR and the real NBR of 255 tested points in the period 1996–
2017. The solid line was the regressed line of the sample points with the least square regression 
method (see also Table S3 for the whole period 1984–2017). 

4. Discussion 

In the presented study, we investigated the cause-effect relationship between the defoliation of 
Pinus pinaster forests in southern Spain using vegetation indices derived from Landsat satellite data 
and hydrological variables at the site scale, obtained with the hydrological model WiMMed, using 
three machine learning methods: RF, SVM and ANN. This study demonstrates the usefulness of 
integrating the NBR index derived from Landsat data and hydrological models in the assessment of 
forest decline-defoliation and environmental drivers, over more conventional remote sensing 
approaches that only map the defoliation images. 

4.1. Vegetation Indexes and Defoliation 
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Forest decline processes are evident in the spectral properties of sensors which are reflected on 
vegetation indexes [69]. Visible-near infrared single spectral indices (e.g., NDVI, EVI and OSAVI) 
have been the most commonly used index for mapping forest defoliation, because they are better 
related with the chlorophyll content and physiological status of vegetation [70]. Other remote sensing 
studies of defoliation have found that spectral indices covering different shortwave-infrared or SWIR 
bands (e.g., NDMI, MSI) are more sensitive to plant water content [71]. More recently, NBR has been 
proposed to assess forest decline, since those processes are related to chlorosis and structural changes 
in the canopy caused by tree defoliation and mortality with a spectral behavior similar to forest fires 
[69,71]. In our case, visible-near infrared spectral indices (NDVI, OSAVI and EVI) performed worse 
than SWIR bands indices (NBR and MSI). We speculate that visible-near infrared spectral indices 
were less sensitive to defoliation as a result of saturation effects, and correlate better in more severe 
defoliation classes [72]. On the contrary, the use of NBR to defoliation assessment is online with 
previous studies, which also found a robust relationship of canopy defoliation with SWIR data for 
detecting forest decline processes [71]. It could be explained because defoliated pine forest canopy 
exposed more soil information on the image, and remaining needles also turned dry, decreasing the 
total amount of chlorophyll in the canopy leading to strong contrasts in NBR values [73]. Therefore, 
it is reliable and feasible to apply NBR to assess the forest damage involved with needle canopy 
changes, both related to simultaneous defoliation and needle mortality. 

On this study, only Landsat images acquired at the highest potential defoliation occurrence (end 
of summer) were used. Considering an image at the end of the more stressful season for 
Mediterranean forests (summer) can offer a final annual “season-integrated” assessment of 
defoliation, providing a relatively robust assessment in forest condition over the course of the year. 
Coniferous decline is often associated with a sudden decrease in one or several spectral indices, 
different to other gradual processes of coniferous defoliation [74,75]. In fact, there is evidence that 
coniferous defoliators processes are commonly longer in period than decline processes, with the latter 
leading to tree mortality within a few years [76]. This suggests that modifications in leaf area are more 
essential for detecting tree mortality than adjustments in water content or canopy structure. 

Another relevant question when studying coniferous defoliation is the use of severity categories 
(i.e., trace, low, medium, strong defoliation) instead of considering defoliation as a continuous 
variable based on field data measures [71,77]. On this study, we used a concept of defoliation 
included in the ICP manual (http://icp-forests.net/page/icp-forests-manual; Part IV), in particular 
compared to assessing the loss in foliage within one year to estimate the severity of defoliation in 
terms of canopy changes. Other remote sensing products, as photographic aerial data, have been 
frequently used as the primary approach for large-scale defoliation assessment [78]. However, visual 
interpretation is highly subjective and difficult to cover large areas, and does not provide the spatial 
continuity, multi-temporal assessment and potential for near-real-time and longer-term assessment 
of annual temporal defoliation processes [79]. Thus, the Landsat defoliation assessment is better to 
differentiate the magnitude of defoliation and mapping. 

4.2. Defoliation and Hydrological Variables 

Several studies have identified water availability as the most-important factor in mortality 
processes in coniferous forests [13]. However, there is a lack of understanding of the long-term 
interactions between forests status and water balance at the watershed scale. The NBR-defoliation 
product provides a continuous estimate of defoliator damage at a 30 m spatial resolution covering 
the whole study area and showing a spatial pattern of defoliation. However, understanding the 
cause-effect relationship between forest health and hydrological patterns is mandatory to understand 
the influence of water availability on forest conditions. Thus, we analyzed the correlation between 
NBR-defoliation and hydrological variables, such as rainfall [80], evapotranspiration [81], 
temperature [82] and soil moisture [83].  

Here, by using the WiMMed hydrological model, we obtained spatially-distributed hydrological 
variables for the entire study area at a 30 m spatial resolution to examine spatially-explicit 
relationships between mortality processes and the hydrological regime. 
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The non-linear approach in defoliation studies has gained heightened research interest in the 
last decade [27]. Remotely-sensed and ancillary data used in heterogeneous landscapes can be non-
normal, multi-model and categorical [84]. For this reason, non-parametric methods have been widely 
used, especially when a complex interaction among variables exists. Random forest, SVMs and NNs 
are some of the ML methods most widely used in the context of forests defoliation assessment [32]. 
In particular, the ability of methods based upon RF to identify ecologically-important predictors has 
been tested already [85]. On this study, RF developed the most-accurate model (RMSECV = 0.059, R2 
= 0.79), showing a high model performance and a very good agreement between the data and 
predictions, although SVMs and NNs also demonstrated a high performance (R2 > 0.7). These results 
are in line with the observations of [86] and [87], who also compared different ML approaches in 
satellite-based land-cover mapping research. 

The RF model selected the maximum temperature of summer, potential evapotranspiration, 
minimum temperature of autumn, soil evaporation, rainfall of winter and interception as the most-
important predictors of the defoliation of Maritime pine stands in the study area. This finding is in 
line with previous studies based on dendrochronological data and the analysis of climate series, 
showing the impact of climate trends to predispose forests to decline, in particular, a high sensitivity 
of the growth of defoliated trees to precipitation and maximum temperatures [5,36,88]. This suggests 
that tree growth decline, and subsequent needle loss, was caused by warming-induced drought 
stress. Nevertheless, defoliation was not affected solely by the variables involved in the evaporation 
processes. A positive, linear relationship between NBR and variables involved in the water balance 
(e.g., rainfall and snowfall) was also observed. A similar significant correlation was obtained in a 
close area (Guadalfeo watershed-Granada) by [89], who found that the natural vegetative cover was 
a good indicator of soil moisture conditions. These results confirmed that drought-related 
defoliation-mortality processes occur more frequently on dry and warm microsites. These were in 
accordance with the effects of temperature and drought duration, and events in combination with 
low-water quality sites cause on defoliation-mortality drought processes, and lead to changes in 
physiological processes related to forest decline [90]. Therefore, the low quality hydrological 
conditions increased P. pinaster forest mortality in contrast, sites with water compensation balance 
(e.g., north face and deeper soils) offer “microsites” refuges to some pine stands. 

4.3. Temporal Trends 

The selection of the reference year for fitting defoliation models is a critical step in Landsat 
Temporal series analysis process. However, in the study area, defoliation events may have occurred 
more frequently and more progressively in previous decades, therefore, we cannot assume a 30-year 
stable base period leading up to our 2017 monitoring period. In other near forests (Pinus sylvestris, P. 
nigra at Sierra de los Filabres), defoliation processes have been described in previous decades [5,88], 
although in our location, the defoliation and mortality of P. pinaster and P. halepensis have recently 
occurred abruptly [34,36]. Because the model is based on a long temporal cycle, information from the 
time series should improve the ability to fit the models necessary for generating long term 
assessment. Use of the temporal domain can also be adjusted to generalize our approach to other 
decline events, including severe outbreaks pests [34]. By targeting condition monitoring at periods 
associated with specific defoliation causes, it may be possible to study defoliation cycles as observed 
on this study. We have observed years of severe defoliation associated with drought (1994, [88]), and 
others with less severe defoliation (e.g., 1996, 1999, 2007 and 2011). The interpretation of temporal 
defoliation series will need to be dealt with long term environmental and site-defoliators diagnosis 
and their variation across large areas. 

Some restrictions can be considered in this paper. The number of field plots was limited to 65 
samples. However, the regressed result of the defoliation ratio by NBR was statistically significant, 
and it seems not affected by the field plots. Those were selected carefully on pure pine forest with a 
similar defoliation situation. However, although defoliation on the study region was mainly related 
to climatic drivers [36], in some locations pest damages and forest management disturbance could 
have also caused defoliation, and therefore induce some sources of error in the predictions. This can 
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be observed on the better accuracy of the defoliation model in the drought damage years (e.g., 1994, 
1998, 2006, 2012 and 2015). Additionally, the effect of pine forests growth over the study period 
modified VI values [34]. However, the effect of defoliation was considered much greater than pine 
growth, and the inversion of the defoliation model can be accepted in accordance with other 
dendrochronological records in the study area [88]. Finally, the hydrological factors were clearly 
related to the defoliation process, but study is still needed to improve the interpretation of 
environmental variables into the WiMMed model in order to increase its accuracy. Thus, the 
integration of the spatiotemporal hydrological prediction model with long time-series prediction 
could optimize the damage prediction results and make the interpolation of hydrological WiMMed 
variables more realistic. 

4.4. Toward an Integrated Defoliation Monitoring System 

Previous studies have suggested that it is possible to estimate defoliation at regional scales using 
Landsat temporal series [34], offering an operationally monitoring defoliation tool. Therefore, we 
consider this work as a new relevant contribution to illustrate how dense time series data could be 
used as part of a near-real-time defoliation monitoring system. Additionally, the Landsat-based 
disturbance monitoring system has demonstrated to be very useful to be a complementary approach 
enabling a rapid detection of potential defoliation outbreak events over large spatial extents.        
Finally, our near-real-time monitoring results can be also used to determine the environmental and 
hydrological causes behind defoliation outbreaks. This information could be used to inform foresters, 
concentrating silvicultural efforts on places shown to be impacted at operational scales over large 
areas. Furthermore, the integration of free remote sensing data (e.g., Sentinel-2) or high resolution 
satellites (e.g., WorldView-2 sensor) would notably improve the spatial and temporal assessments 
[28,32]. 

5. Conclusions 

Our findings offer evidence of the effect of the hydrological regime, specifically variables related 
to the soil–water content, on defoliation processes in Maritime pine plantation in Sierra de Baza 
(Andalusia-Granada). The Normalized Burn Ratio index (NBR) of Landsat data was strongly proven 
appropriate to assess and predict the defoliation processes of Pinus pinaster plantations. The patterns 
of hydrological variables in the study site were simulated through a physically-based, distributed 
hydrological model (WiMMed). Defoliation was significantly correlated with variables involved in 
the evaporation processes, such as the maximum temperature of summer (TMAXsu) and potential 
evapotranspiration (Eto), followed by the minimum temperature of autumn (TMINa), the soil 
evaporation (Sev), the rainfall of winter (Rw) and the interception (Int). We evaluated the 
performance of three machine learning methods (random forest, support vector machines and neural 
networks), concluding that the random forests model was the most stable (R2 = 0.79; RMSECV = 0.05). 
Finally, temporal trends were assessed for the response variables providing useful information about 
the extent and direction of their effects. The integration of information derived from hydrological 
models with temporal series of Landsat images represents a helpful methodology for assessing and 
predicting the defoliation damage done by complex, environmental, long-term processes that 
influence drought-triggered mortality. This information provides forest managers with the basis to 
develop adaptive silvicultural strategies to protect drought-sensitive Mediterranean pine plantations. 
We presented a set of working hypotheses that will help identify which environmental variables and 
associated silvicultural systems best meet current and future management goals on these plantations. 

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at www.mdpi.com/xxx/s1, Figure S1. 
Hydrological variables derived from your WiMMed model. Average summer Maximum temperature 
(TMAXsu), Potential evapotranspiration (Eto), Average annual Minimum temperature (TMINa), Soil 
evaporation (Sev), Winter rainfall (Rw), Infiltration (Inf), Snowdays in winter (SDw), Annual Snowfall (Sa), 
Interception (Int), Figure S2. Performance of regression models as a function of training data size used to study 
the defoliation of Pinus pinaster forests in Sierra de Baza (Andalusia-Granada). (a) Regression model random 
forest, (b) support vector machines, (c) neural networks, Table S1. Hydrological variables generated from the 
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WiMMed model. In italics, variables obtained from the first and second step of the variable selection procedure 
(correlation analysis and VIF). In black italic type, chosen variables by VSURF variable selection to build the 
regression models, Table S2. Relative importance values for hydrological variables according to VSURF variable 
selection used to assess Maritime pine stands in the decline process in Sierra de Baza (Andalusia-Granada), Table 
S3. Relative importance values for hydrological variables according to VSURF variable selection used to assess 
Maritime pine stands in decline process in Sierra de Baza (Andalusia-Granada). 
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