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Abstract: Soil temperature directly affects the germination of seeds and the growth of crops. In
order to accurately predict soil temperature, this study used RF and MLP to simulate shallow soil
temperature, and then the shallow soil temperature with the best simulation effect will be used to
predict the deep soil temperature. The models were forced by combinations of environmental factors,
including daily air temperature (T,;,), water vapor pressure (Py), net radiation (R;), and soil moisture
(VWC), which were observed in the Hejiashan watershed on the Loess Plateau in China. The results
showed that the accuracy of the model for predicting deep soil temperature proposed in this paper is
higher than that of directly using environmental factors to predict deep soil temperature. In testing
data, the range of MAE was 1.158-1.610 °C, the range of RMSE was 1.449-2.088 °C, the range of
R? was 0.665-0.928, and the range of KGE was 0.708-0.885 at different depths. The study not only
provides a critical reference for predicting soil temperature but also helps people to better carry out
agricultural production activities.

Keywords: soil temperature; soil moisture; long short-term memory; Savitzky—Golay filter

1. Introduction

Promoting the sustainable development of agriculture is one of the United Nations Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs) [1]. However, an extraordinary challenge in achieving
Sustainable Development Goal 2 (SDG2) is the food problem [2]. Reasonable and effective
agricultural production activities can help to meet this challenge. Soil environment plays
a vital role in human agricultural production activities [3]. As one of the key parameters
of the soil environment, soil temperature directly affects the germination of seeds and the
growth of crops [4]. In addition, soil temperature (T) plays an important role in many
critical processes [5]. It strongly influences a wide range of biotic and abiotic processes,
plays an important role in the exchange of energy and matter between the soil and the
air, and even affects the local climate [6-8]. T is usually influenced by many factors [9],
such as meteorological and topographical conditions [10]. To more accurately estimate
soil temperatures, scientists have developed three primary methods, including statistical
models [11], physical models [12,13], and machine learning [14].

With the development of computer science, machine learning methods have been
widely used in many fields [15-20], including agriculture [21,22]. Soil temperature research
based on machine learning has also received much attention in recent years [14]. At present,
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there are more than a dozen machine learning methods for simulating soil temperatures,
including wavelet neural network (WNN) [23], long short-term memory (LSTM) [24],
extreme learning machine (ELM) [7,25], and random forest (RF) [26,27]. Due to the excel-
lent ability of machine learning methods to handle multiple complex data and nonlinear
relationships, studies can make full use of the data for simulations [28,29]. In addition,
many researchers have demonstrated that coupling multiple machine learning methods
can effectively improve a simulation’s accuracy and increase the model’s stability [30-33].
Thus, the coupling of multiple machine learning methods has become one of the leading
research directions.

Machine learning methods have substantially improved our understanding of Ts,
proving the potential of machine learning methods using meteorological and environmental
factors to simulate Ts. Many studies have simulated the predicted temperature of surface
or shallow soil, but not many simulations of deep soil temperatures have been carried out.
However, setting up deep soil monitoring equipment requires a large amount of labor and
material costs [34]. Thus, the simulation of deep soil temperatures provides a critical data
source for agricultural and land surface management.

Therefore, the objectives of this study were: (1) to simulate the shallow soil temper-
ature by using environmental factors as input and evaluate the performance difference
between RF and MLP; (2) to construct deep soil temperature prediction models based on
the simulated shallow soil temperature and the air temperature; and (3) to evaluate the
performance of deep soil temperature prediction models.

This study explores the feasibility of using environmental factors to simulate shallow
soil temperature and using shallow soil temperature to simulate deep soil temperature. It
will not only provide a reference for simulations of deep soil temperatures but will also be
conducive to better agricultural work on the Loess Plateau in China. For farmers, accurate
prediction of soil temperature based on machine learning is also conducive to helping them
make decisions in a timely manner and reduce financial losses [35].

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

The study area is located in gully regions of the Loess Plateau in China, which has
a continental monsoon climate [36]. The Chunhua Ecohydrology Experimental Station
in the Hejiashan watershed in Chunhua County, Xianyang City, Shaanxi Province, was
constructed for on-site observations, and its location is shown in Figure 1a. The station
is equipped with a conventional meteorological observation system, a soil temperature
observation system, and an eddy correlation system, which can continuously observe
various meteorological elements and soil temperatures at different depths in the field. The
detail of the observation system was described by Guo et al. [37]. The soil type in the area
is dominated by loess soil, and the average elevation is about 1330 m. In the Chunhua
Ecohydrology Experimental Station, meteorological observation tower and equipment are
shown in Figure 1b, three-component soil sensors (CS655, Campbell Scientific, Inc., Logan,
UT, USA) have been buried alongside the meteorological observation tower, and these can
be used to measure the actual soil temperature (Ts) and soil moisture (VWC) at different
depths. On the tower, an air temperature sensor (HMP155A, Vaisala, Vantaa, Finland) can
be used to measure air temperature (T;;), relative humidity, and daily water vapor pressure
(Pw), and a four-component radiation sensor (CNR4, Kipp&Zonen, Delft, The Netherlands)
can be used to measure net radiation (R;,).
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Figure 1. The location of the experimental station and the observation system. (a) DEM of Shaanxi
Province and the location of Chunhua Ecohydrology Experimental Station. (b) Meteorological
observation tower and equipment at the station.

2.2. Data Analysis and Processing

The data used in this study were all measured at the Chunhua Ecohydrology Ex-
perimental Station, and the dataset is named as Chunhua Ecohydrology Experimental
Station Dataset (CEESD) including the daily soil temperatures at different depths (Tsz0cn,
Ts406m1 TsSOcm/ Tslzocm, T516OCmr TsZOOcm)l dally soil moisture at 20 cm depth (VWC20cm), dally
air temperature at a height of 2 m (T,;), daily water vapor pressure (Py), and daily net
radiation (R,). The data used in this study were measured from 1 March 2020 to 30 October
2023. There are 1340 valid daily data. For outliers and missing values in the measured data,
linear interpolation was used for processing. After that, SG filter was applied to the data,
and the processed data are shown in Figure 2.

As shown in Figure 2a,b,d, the daily changes in temperature, daily water vapor
pressure, and daily net radiation are very drastic. But both of soil temperature at different
depths, air temperature, and net radiation all have strong seasonal patterns of change. All
show high values in summer and low values in winter. During the spring and summer,
shallow soil temperatures are higher than deep soil temperatures. In the autumn and
winter, deep soil temperatures were higher than shallow soil temperatures. Figure 2c shows
that the peak of VWCjy., is concentrated from May to August each year, which is the same
as the time when there is more rainfall in the region. In addition, the study area receives
less precipitation in winter, resulting in a decreasing trend in VIWCj(,,, during winter.

In general, the selection of input variables should be based on a simple relationship
to achieve high accuracy in the simulation. The Pearson’s correlation coefficients among
the variables (Table 1) indicated a high correlation between soil temperature and the soil
temperature in the adjacent layers. The air temperature and water vapor pressure had the
highest correlation with soil temperature, followed by net radiation. All of them are very
suitable as input variables for soil temperature simulation. Although the linear correlation
between soil moisture and soil temperature is low, soil moisture can affect temperature by
controlling evaporation from the soil surface. Dry soils will reduce evaporation and thus
increase surface temperatures. Conversely, wet soils usually make surface temperatures
cooler [38]. Therefore, soil moisture is important for simulating shallow soil temperature,
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and it is also used as one of the input variables for simulating soil temperature at a depth
of 20 cm (TSZOCm)-
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Figure 2. Time series of data. (a) The daily soil temperatures at different depths and daily air
temperature at a height of 2 m. (b) The daily water vapor pressure. (c) The daily soil moisture at
20 cm depth. (d) The daily net radiation.

Table 1. Pearson’s correlation coefficients among the variables.

Statistics T's20cm T's40cm T's80cm Ts120cm T's160cm T's200cm
Toir 0.92 0.89 0.81 0.73 0.63 0.48
Py 0.91 0.91 0.89 0.84 0.77 0.66

VWCo0em 0.14 0.16 0.17 0.18 0.18 0.16
R, 0.74 0.69 0.60 0.50 0.38 0.24

Tso0em 1.00 0.99 0.95 0.89 0.79 0.66
Ts40em 0.99 1.00 0.98 0.93 0.85 0.74
Ts80cm 0.95 0.98 1.00 0.99 0.94 0.85
Ts120em 0.89 0.93 0.99 1.00 0.98 0.93
Ts160cm 0.79 0.85 0.94 0.98 1.00 0.98
Ts200cm 0.66 0.74 0.85 0.93 0.98 1.00

To analyze the statistical information of the selected measured data, the mean (Xyeqn),
maximum (X,y), minimum (x,,;,), standard deviation (x,,;), variation coefficient (Cy),
skewness (Cg), and kurtosis (Cy) of each data series were calculated in this study. The
results in Table 2 show that the maximum and minimum soil temperatures at different
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depths varied considerably, but the mean values of the soil temperatures at different depths
did not differ much from those of the air temperatures, as soil temperatures are mainly
influenced by air temperatures [26]. Both the air and soil temperatures at different depths
were negatively skewed. Still, the degree of skewness of soil temperature became closer to
a normal distribution as the depth of soil increased. Compared with shallow soils, deeper
soil temperatures were less susceptible to strong influences from soil surface temperatures
and seasonal fluctuations in temperature [39]. The results of x4, Cy, and Cs also show that
deeper soil temperatures were more stable and less volatile.

Table 2. Summary of the descriptive statistics of the soil temperature and climate data at different
depths.

Data Xmean Xmax Ximin Xstd Cy Cs Cx
T (°O) 11.66 26.07 —11.44 8.64 0.74 —0.37 —0.90
Py (kPa) 0.95 2.62 0.00 0.62 0.65 0.50 —0.83

R, (W/mz) 87.68 229.85 —31.50 54.80 0.63 0.30 —0.89
VWCsoem (%) 0.22 0.37 0.08 0.07 0.31 —0.26 —0.84
Ts20em (°C) 11.27 22.96 —1.38 7.56 0.67 —-0.17 —1.34
Tsq0cm (°C) 11.23 21.50 —0.36 6.93 0.62 —0.18 —1.36
Tsgocm (°C) 11.14 19.56 1.49 5.80 0.52 —0.16 —1.40
Ts120em (°C) 11.09 18.24 2.95 4.96 0.45 —0.14 —1.43
Ts160cm (°C) 11.10 17.09 421 4.18 0.38 —0.11 —1.46
Ts200em (°C) 11.04 15.90 5.45 3.46 0.31 —0.07 —1.48

The first 80% of the data were used as the training set for training the model, and the
last 20% were used as the set for testing the model. Since the observational data showed
large variations, all variables used in the model were first normalized as follows:

X — Xmean
Xnormal = 1)
Xstd
where X;,5141 is the normalized series of the variables, x is the original series of the observed
variables, Xyeqn is the mean of the series of the corresponding variable and xg; is the
standard deviation of the series of the corresponding variable.

2.3. Methods
2.3.1. Principles of RF

Random forest (RF) is a machine learning algorithm proposed by Breiman in 2001
based on methods such as classification, regression trees, and random subspaces [40,41].
Random forest is composed of multiple decision trees, where each regression tree is
trained on a subset of data and a subset of explanatory variables that together deter-
mine the predicted values [42]. The construction process of random forest is shown in
Figure 3. Random forest can effectively reduce the risk of overfitting due to its high sta-
bility and feature robustness [43]. It is now widely used in stochastic classification and
stochastic regression.
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Figure 3. Structure of RF.

2.3.2. Principles of MLP

Perceptron was first proposed by Frank to solve the classification problem [40]. Multi-
layer perceptrons (MLP) are formed by connecting several perceptrons. MLP is a multilayer
artificial neural network that can handle nonlinear relationships [44]. MLP is a forward
feedback artificial neural network with good nonlinear global effect and high parallel ability.
It can be used to solve classification and regression problems, and its basic structure is
composed of input layer, hidden layer, and output layer [45,46], as shown in Figure 4.

input layer hidden layer

hidden layer
—»

output layer

—

Figure 4. Structure of MLP.

2.3.3. Principles of LSTM

LSTM is widely used in simulation [47] and was first proposed by Hochreiter and
Schmidhuber [48]. It is a good solution to the problems of insufficient long-term memory
capacity, gradient explosion, and gradient vanishing that exist in traditional RNN [49]. It
solves these problems by setting up forgetting gates, input gates, and output gates [50]. Its
conventional unit structure is shown in Figure 5.

Its operation process can be expressed as follows:

it = 0(Wiily—1 + Wyixs + Weix;_q1 +b;)

fr = O'(thhtfl + foxt + chxtfl + bf)
Ch=fRc1+ir® tanh(thht,l + Wiexy + bi)
0r = 0(Wiohi—1 + Wioxt + Weoxs + bp)

hy = oy ® tanh(cy)

Y = Whyht + bo

(2)

where x; and y; are the inputs and outputs of LSTM at moment ¢; i, f;, c; and o; are the input
gates, forgetting gates, memory cell states, and output gates, respectively, at moment ¢; w
and b are, respectively, the weight coefficient matrices and bias terms for the corresponding
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moments and corresponding gates; ki is the recursive input at moment ¢; o is the sigmoid
activation function and tanh is the hyperbolic tangent activation function.
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Figure 5. Unit structure of LSTM.

2.3.4. Schematic Workflow of Deep Soil Temperature Prediction

Figure 6 shows the schematic workflow of the methodology used in this study. The
workflow consists of three main components: constructing input portfolios, model devel-
opment, and model evaluation.

Construct input combination /~ Prediction Models development
< Input
Eav tal ’
gi?:?jﬂ combination i - 5-fold cross validation ML methods
—T* | Tuin (80%) | —po—— >
om searc! LSTM Evaluation
metrics
= Tooem
MAE
ML methods
= Preliminary simulation
= T, prediction models
MLP sG Tigem ‘ R —
- el (at 80cm, 120ce, 160cm, 200cm deptas)
e Toapem P
& Model evaluation Apply .
Tar R?
——————————— | Test (20%) | +———————
e
l KGE

Predicted T,
(at 80czm, 120cm, 160cm, 200cm depths)

Figure 6. Schematic workflow of this study. (RF, MLP, and LSTM are different machine learning
models. RF = random forest, MLP = multilayer perceptron, LSTM = long short-term memory).

In constructing the input combination, pre-processed air temperature data (T,;), water
vapor pressure data (Py), net radiation (R;;), and soil moisture data (VWCy,,,) are used as
inputs for preliminary simulation of soil temperature at 20 cm depth (Tsppcr,) and 40 cm
depth (Ts40cm)- In this section, both MLP and RF are used to simulate Tspp, and Tospem. A
model with better performance (evaluation metrics with better results on the test set) will be
selected. After that, the simulated Tsppcm, Tsa0cm, and Ty (preprocessed by SG filter) were
used as the input combination to simulate soil temperature at other depths (Tssocm, Ts120cm.
Ts160cm» Ts200cm)- In the model development, the first 80% of the input data were used as
the training set for training the model. Five-fold cross-validation is used on the training
dataset for performance evaluation of the model parameters. Random search is used to find
optimal hyperparameters. The built model can predict the soil temperature of the target
layer in the previous seven days based on the soil temperature and air temperature. In the
model evaluation, each model predicts the concentration of Ts from the held-out testing
dataset (last 20%), which was separated in the beginning and is only used for validation.
The performance differences of LSTM in simulating deep soil temperature using simulated
shallow soil temperature (Tsp0cm, Ts400m) and observed environmental factors (T, Py) are
mainly evaluated.
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2.3.5. Evaluation Metrics

In this study, mean absolute error (MAE), root mean square error (RMSE), coefficient of
determination (R?), and Kling-Gupta efficiency coefficient (KGE) were chosen to evaluate
the results of the simulation. The formulas for calculating these are as follows:

_ 2 yi—vail
MAE = i —¥sil
RMSE = Z{\](y}\?ysi)z
R2 -1 Z{\](yi_ysi)z (3)

Z{\](yi_}/m)z
2 2

1 132 Hs Os/Hs

KGE = 1 \/(r 1) + (HO ) + (UWO 1)

where y,; and y; are the simulated values and measured values, y;, is the mean of the
series of measured values, N is the number of samples, ys and j( are the mean square
deviation of the simulated values and the series of measured values, 0; and 0 are mean
square deviation of the simulated value and the series of measured values, and r is the
linear correlation coefficient between the simulated values and the series of measured
values. Among the four model evaluation metrics, a smaller MAE and RMSE mean better
performance, while when R? and KGE are closer to 1, the result of the simulation is better.

3. Results
3.1. Input Combination of Shallow Soil Temperature

The daily air temperature (1), daily water vapor pressure data (Py), net radiation
(Ry), and soil moisture data (VWCy,y,) were selected as input variables in this study. On the
basis of the results of the correlation analysis (Table 2), four different input combinations
were set up (Table 3). The correlation between air temperature, water vapor pressure, and
shallow soil temperature is high. Therefore, the air temperature is used as combination 1,
and the combination of air temperature and water vapor pressure is used as combination 2.
Then, other variables are added to become combination 3 and combination 4.

Table 3. Combinations of different input variables.

Combination No. Input Variables
1 Tyir
2 Tair-Pw
3 Tair-Pw-Rn
4 Tair-Pw-Ru-VWCo0cm

The input combinations in Table 3 were used as input data in the RF and MLP to
simulate the daily soil temperature at different depths (20 cm, 40 cm) and determine the
optimal combination of input. In this preliminary simulation process, the first 80% of
the data was selected for training the model, and the last 20% of the data was used for
testing. Five-fold cross-validation is used on the training dataset for evaluation of the
model parameters. Random search is used to find optimal hyperparameters.

3.2. Evaluation of the Results of Different Combinations of Input

The evaluation metrics of RF and MLP for simulating shallow soil temperature with
different combinations of input are shown in Table 4. Both the training dataset and testing
dataset reported acceptable and close results to each other according to the following:
the minimum value of R? was 0.81, the minimum value of KGE was 0.88 for the training
dataset, also, the minimum value of R? was 0.75, the minimum value of KGE was 0.80 for
the testing dataset. The range of results showed a reasonable accuracy for shallow soil
temperature simulation. According to the results of the evaluation metrics of different
input combinations, the worst evaluation metrics of RF and MLP appear in the simulation
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with input combination 1, and the best evaluation metrics mostly appear in the simulation
with input combination 4. The addition of meteorological factors improved the model’s
performance further, and the evaluation metrics of the simulation mostly improved. The
addition of meteorological factors improved the model’s performance further, and the
evaluation metrics mostly improved. In the simulation of soil temperature at 40 cm depth
by MLP, the MAE of input 4 is 1.1 °C lower than that of input 1, and the RMSE of input
4 is 1.47 °C lower than that of input 1. Overall, the results of the training dataset and the
testing dataset all showed that input 4 produced the best simulation of the daily average
temperature of the soil at different depths, so it was used as the optimal combination of
the input and can be a more accurate simulation to the shallow soil temperature for the
simulation of deep soil temperature.

Table 4. The evaluation metrics of soil temperature simulated by RF and MLP with different
combinations of input at shallow depths.

Training Dataset Testing Dataset
Model ~ Depths  Input MAE RMSE ) MAE RMSE )
©0) Q) R KGE ©0) ©0) R KGE
1 1.924 2.565 0.889 0.918 2.125 2.924 0.804 0.867
20 2 1.266 1.693 0.952 0.947 1.309 1.725 0.932 0.958
cm 3 1.109 1.484 0.963 0.952 1.173 1.497 0.949 0.925
4 0.771 1.088 0.980 0.972 1.161 1.538 0.946 0.963
RF
1 2.131 2.823 0.839 0.877 2.415 3.151 0.750 0.804
10 2 1.437 1.935 0.924 0.927 1.491 1.879 0.911 0.915
cm 3 1.280 1.719 0.940 0.929 1.434 1.782 0.920 0.892
4 0.857 1.236 0.969 0.962 1.379 1.769 0.921 0.958
1 2111 2.731 0.874 0.916 2104 2.783 0.823 0.876
20 2 1.339 1.796 0.946 0.967 1.203 1.551 0.945 0.955
cm 3 1.319 1.778 0.947 0.938 1.118 1.436 0.953 0.958
MLP 4 1.241 1.614 0.956 0.935 1.041 1.404 0.955 0.973
1 2.323 3.032 0.814 0.896 2.375 3.113 0.756 0.834
10 2 1.523 2.064 0.914 0.880 1.389 1.803 0.918 0.891
cm 3 1.476 1.997 0.919 0.952 1.296 1.652 0.931 0.959
4 1.384 1.879 0.929 0.960 1.278 1.639 0.932 0.966

Note that the optimal models are boldfaced.

According to the scatterplots of the results from the models’ simulations versus the
measured values, as shown in Figure 7, the two models simulated the soil temperature
well at shallow depths (R? was close to 1), and the accuracy of the simulations was high.
Figure 8 is the time series of soil temperature measured and simulated soil temperature by
RM and MLP models during the study period. It also shows an acceptable soil temperature
simulated by RF and MLP however, simulating the steady change in soil temperature is
a challenging task for them. The main reason is that the change in the air temperature
and water vapor pressure in the input combination is very severe, while the change in soil
temperature is relatively gentle. Even the air temperature after SG filtering changes much
more violently than the soil temperature. It is worth noting that the simulation performance
of RF on soil temperature in winter is better than that of MLP, which can simulate the steady
change in soil temperature in winter. This is also the main reason why the r? of RF is better
than MLP. Figure 8 is the time series of soil temperature measured and predicted by the RF
and MLP model during the study period (with the optimal combination of input). As a
whole, the trend in soil temperature can be better simulated, however, the two methods
have a certain underestimation of soil temperature in October.



Agronomy 2024, 14, 703

10 of 18

25 25
20 20 - % = 0.960
St st
g 3
ki K]
é 10} i 0k
é sk E 5k
s of
5 . . . . L : 5 :
5 0 5 10 15 20 25 -5 25
e Toapem (°C) o
20 £ =0.962 201
[SETS ghr
g £
g E10F
eor
& g st
sk
0F
0+
L . . ) ) s . . . . . )
0 5 10 15 20 25 -5 0 5 10 15 20 25
T soem €C) Tesoem (°C)

Figure 7. Scatterplots of the simulated and measured shallow soil temperatures.
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Figure 8. Simulated and measured shallow soil temperatures (with the optimal combination of input).

3.3. Evaluating the Performance of LSTM Prediction of Deep Soil Temperature

The simulated shallow soil temperature (Tspocm, Tsiocm) and air temperature (Ty;,)
will be used for deep soil temperature (Tsgocm, Ts120cm, Ts160cms Ts200em) prediction. In the
model development, five-fold cross-validation is used on the training dataset for evaluation
of the model parameters, and random search is used to find optimal hyperparameters.
Figure 9 shows scatterplots of measured and predicted deep soil temperatures (LSTM).
Their linear correlation of r? decreases with increasing soil depth, with a maximum value
of 0.928 and a minimum value of 0.625. With the increase in soil depth, the prediction error
increases gradually.
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Figure 9. Scatterplots of the predicted and measured deep soil temperatures (LSTM).

Table 5 displays the evaluation metrics results. The MAE and RMSE metrics among
the four evaluated metrics increased when soil depth increased, whereas R? and KGE
decreased. Both results of the training dataset and testing dataset were reported to be
acceptable according to the following: the minimum value of R? was 0.60, the minimum
value of KGE was 0.74 for the training dataset, also, the minimum value of R? was 0.66,
the minimum value of KGE was 0.71 for the testing dataset. The range of results showed a
reasonable accuracy for deep soil temperature prediction.

Table 5. The evaluation metrics of soil temperature predicted by LSTM at deep depths.

Training Dataset Testing Dataset

Depths MAE RMSE ) MAE RMSE

KGE 2 KGE
) c0) R G ) c0) R G

80 cm 1.192 1.637 0.921 0.910 1.158 1.449 0.928 0.885
120 cm 1.418 1.913 0.848 0.869 1.436 1.773 0.868 0.815
160 cm 1.538 2.098 0.741 0.827 1.554 1.971 0.787 0.775
200 cm 1.561 2.155 0.600 0.740 1.610 2.088 0.665 0.708

The time series of the soil temperature observed and the predicted soil temperature
using the LSTM model during the study period are shown in Figure 10. As a whole, the
trend in soil temperature can be better predicted after using the shallow soil temperature
and air temperature from seven days prior. It also shows that the LSTM model simulates
high and low temperatures more accurately and that the simulation error-prone places are
distributed close to the temperature change. The soil temperature is higher in summer and
lower in winter. One of the primary reasons the soil temperature predicted is more precise
and constant is that the summertime temperature is a continuous hot temperature, and the
wintertime temperature is also a continuous low temperature.
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The air temperature, water vapor pressure, net radiation, and soil moisture can also be
directly used to predict deep soil temperature. The evaluation metrics are shown in Table 6
(prediction using environmental factors from seven days ago). In the testing dataset, the
prediction results are worse than the prediction method proposed in this study, especially

at 200 cm, where 12 is only 0.579.

Table 6. The evaluation metrics of soil temperature predicted by LSTM at deep depths (using

environmental factors prediction).

Training Dataset Testing Dataset

Depths MAE RMSE MAE RMSE

R? KGE R? KGE
O Q) “O) “Q)

80 cm 1.144 1.619 0.923 0.901 1.249 1.647 0.908 0.949
120 cm 1.146 1.663 0.886 0.927 1.586 2.042 0.825 0.888
160 cm 1.243 1.769 0.816 0.869 1.786 2.330 0.703 0.779
200 cm 1.158 1.763 0.732 0.821 1.666 2.339 0.579 0.741

3.4. Impact of Sliding Panes on Prediction Accuracy

The LSTM model was used to predict deep soil temperature. In this study, shallow
soil temperatures are the important input variables for prediction, and their simulation
accuracy certainly has an impact on the prediction accuracy. Not only do the input variables
have an effect on the prediction accuracy, but the length of the data used for prediction
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(the size of the sliding panes) also has an effect on the prediction accuracy. The sliding
panes refer to dividing the time series data into continuous windows during the training
process and using these panes to train the model. In this section, setting different sizes of
the sliding panes are used for prediction and their performance differences are compared.
The different sizes of the sliding panes are shown in Table 7.

Table 7. The different sizes of the sliding panes.

Models Different Size of the Sliding Pane
LSTM3 3
LSTM7 7
LSTM10 10
LSTM14 14
LSTM21 21

The prediction results of the different models in Table 7 are shown in Table 8. The
results show that all evaluation metrics become better with the increase in the size of the
sliding panes. It was also found that the size of the sliding pane was directly related to the
magnitude of the fluctuations in the predicted values. The larger the size of the sliding
pane, the smoother the predicted values. This suggests that when the size of the sliding
panes is too small, the model is likely to fail to capture long-term data features. Thus,
choosing the right sliding window size is equally important. The optimal sliding pane size
is often achieved through continuous experimentation.

Table 8. The evaluation metrics of soil temperature predicted by different LSTM.

Training Dataset Testing Dataset
Model Depths MAE RMSE ) MAE RMSE )

Q) ©C) R KGE CC) CC) R KGE

80 cm 1.383 1.900 0.894 0.923 1.371 1.732 0.901 0.881

LSTM3 120 cm 1.589 2.173 0.805 0.866 1.599 2.013 0.835 0.808
160 cm 1.711 2.327 0.683 0.808 1.740 2.203 0.738 0.751

200 cm 1.768 2.314 0.541 0.697 1.842 2.292 0.598 0.653

80 cm 1.192 1.637 0.921 0.910 1.158 1.449 0.928 0.885

LSTM7 120 cm 1.418 1.913 0.848 0.869 1.436 1.773 0.868 0.815
160 cm 1.538 2.098 0.741 0.827 1.554 1.971 0.787 0.775

200 cm 1.561 2.155 0.600 0.740 1.610 2.088 0.665 0.708

80 cm 1.040 1.448 0.938 0.951 0.926 1.215 0.948 0.935

LSTM10 120 cm 1.233 1.720 0.877 0.917 1.161 1.525 0.900 0.889
160 cm 1.387 1.933 0.780 0.879 1.310 1.800 0.820 0.839

200 cm 1.421 1.997 0.655 0.794 1.385 1.937 0.709 0.772

80 cm 0.957 1.289 0.951 0.975 0.829 1.051 0.960 0.971

LSTM14 120 cm 1.132 1.531 0.902 0.949 0.991 1.269 0.929 0.914
160 cm 1.262 1.754 0.818 0.902 1.166 1.510 0.870 0.848

200 cm 1.255 1.699 0.774 0.776 1.280 1.825 0.711 0.836

80 cm 0.724 0.979 0.972 0.977 0.679 0.833 0.972 0.981

LSTM21 120 cm 0.752 1.052 0.954 0.967 0.797 1.007 0.952 0.957
160 cm 0.802 1.171 0.918 0.950 0.850 1.135 0.923 0.949

200 cm 0.795 1.238 0.866 0.909 0.842 1.221 0.880 0.895

3.5. Effect of Savitzky—-Golay Filter on Prediction Accuracy

The Savitzky—Golay filter is commonly used in data preprocessing processes to elimi-
nate data noise and reduce data fluctuations. Compared to simple moving average filtering,
SG filter can better retain the overall trend of the data while smoothing it. SG filter is also
used in this study for post-processing the prediction data of the LSTM7 model (projec-
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tions using data from the previous seven days) to explore whether it can further improve
prediction accuracy. The postprocessed model is named LSTM7-SG. The results of the
evaluation indicators are shown in Table 9. It shows that SG filter postprocessing of LSTM7
can improve the results of some evaluation metrics, but the improvement is very limited.
This also suggests that the SG filter is more suitable for data preprocessing.

Table 9. The evaluation metrics of soil temperature predicted by LSTM7 and LSTM7-SG.

Training Dataset Testing Dataset

Model Depths MAE RMSE MAE RMSE

R? KGE R? KGE
O O O O

80 cm 1.192 1.637 0.921 0.910 1.158 1.449 0.928 0.885
LSTM? 120 cm 1.418 1.913 0.848 0.869 1.436 1.773 0.868 0.815
160 cm 1.538 2.098 0.741 0.827 1.554 1.971 0.787 0.775
200 cm 1.561 2.155 0.600 0.740 1.610 2.088 0.665 0.708
80 cm 1.186 1.626 0.922 0.909 1.152 1.435 0.930 0.885
LSTM7-SC 120 cm 1.409 1.896 0.851 0.869 1.430 1.755 0.871 0.814
) 160 cm 1.526 2.076 0.747 0.827 1.543 1.948 0.792 0.774
200 cm 1.548 2128 0.610 0.742 1.598 2.061 0.673 0.707

4. Discussion

From the perspective of energy exchange, heat transfer occurs between the temperature
of the air and the soil, and the air temperature greatly affects the soil temperature [51]. The
change in soil moisture can control the partitioning of surface energy between sensible
and latent heat fluxes through evapotranspiration, and they jointly drive the change in
soil temperature [52-54]. Shallow soil temperature plays a significant role in the land—air
heat exchange that determines the underground temperature of deep soil [55]. This shows
that both air temperature and soil moisture have the potential to simulate soil temperature,
and shallow soil temperature also has the potential to simulate deep soil temperature.
Currently, a number of researchers have found that air temperature, solar radiation, and
rainfall in combination may accurately simulate the soil temperature of different areas that
have different climatic and geographical circumstances [7,25,56,57]. In our research, air
temperature, water vapor pressure, net radiation, and soil moisture were used to simulate
soil temperature. Air temperature has a direct impact on soil temperature. The magnitude
of water vapor pressure depends on the amount of water vapor in the atmosphere [58]. Soil
moisture directly indicates the condition of water content in the soil. The difference between
downward and upward (sun and earth) radiation is referred to as net radiation [59]. To
an extent, soil moisture and water vapor pressure can reflect the amount of rainfall. In
contrast to solar radiation, net radiation takes into account the impact of upward radiation
on the Earth. The selection of input variables is an essential task in time series prediction,
and the choice of variables is dependent on the quality and correlation of the data. Rainfall
has a far lower correlation with shallow soil temperature than water vapor pressure and
soil moisture. Based on the findings of previous research, this is a new attempt to simulate
soil temperature using several factors, which may potentially have broader applicability.
However, the experimental site is only Chunhua Experimental Station in the Hejiashan
watershed, its applicability in other regions still needs to be verified.

For the machine learning methods used in this study, RF may reduce the danger of
overfitting for the machine learning methods utilized in this work [60]. MLP is quite good
at modeling nonlinearities [23]. Both of them are more skilled at using a wide range of
environmental inputs to determine the temperature of the shallow soil and improve the
simulation’s impact. Furthermore, neither of the two models will lose data and their simu-
lation speeds are quicker than LSTM. Therefore, to simulate the shallow soil temperature,
RF and MLP have been used. Long-term dependencies in sequence data may be efficiently
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captured by LSTM, which can also thoroughly mine the link between input data and target
variables. It is excellent for forecasting [55].

Accurately estimating soil temperature is critical to carry out agricultural planting
activities. To a certain extent, the planting time of field crops and greenhouse crops all de-
pends on the optimal soil temperature for seed germination and seedling emergence [34,61].
Different crops demand different temperatures for optimal growth. In order to help farmers
better plan when to sow their crops, this study proposes a model that can accurately predict
soil temperature. This could improve the crop’s survival rate, which will raise output and
boost farmers” income. In addition, the exploration of input combinations can also identify
the number of environmental factors, so as to select the most suitable number of equipment
to monitor research areas and reduce the cost of site equipment.

5. Conclusions

With on-site observation data, including the measured temperature of the soil and
different environmental factors, RF and MLP are used to simulate shallow soil temperature,
and LSTM is used to predict deep soil temperature in the gully areas of the Loess Plateau
in China. The main conclusions are as follows:

(1) For different combinations of input variables, the inclusion of relevant environmental
factors can improve the model’s performance. When the daily temperature of the air
is at a height of 2 m (T,;,), daily water vapor pressure data (Py), net radiation (Ry,),
and soil moisture data (VWCy,,,) were jointly used as inputs for all the simulations at
20 cm and 40 cm depths, the results of RF and MLP were the best. Both RF and MLP
can simulate shallow soil temperature well, but the performance of MLP is better than
that of RE.

(2) Itis feasible to use LSTM to predict the deep soil temperature with the simulated
shallow soil temperature and the measured air temperature as input.

(8) The accuracy of soil temperature prediction is different at different depths. With
the increase in soil depth, the accuracy of soil temperature prediction decreases.
The simulation accuracy of shallow soil temperature directly affects the prediction
accuracy of deep soil temperature. In addition, the size of the sliding pane of the
LSTM model also affects the prediction accuracy.

(4) The SG filter is more suitable for data preprocessing, and its ability to post-process
prediction results is very limited.

This study evaluated the feasibility of simulating the daily soil temperature using
conventional machine learning techniques (MLR and MLP) for shallow soil temperature.
The combination of input variables in the shallow soil simulation was mostly determined by
the variables’ physical relevance and by doing numerous experiments. More attention could
be paid to the interrelationships among the environmental factors and other environmental
factors in future studies to further improve the stability and accuracy of the simulation.
LSTM is used to predict deep soil temperature. In the process of prediction, due to the
small amount of data, the predicted soil temperature still has some instability. In addition,
the design of the sliding pane size of the prediction model also only depends on repeated
experiments. In the future, we can focus on optimizing the setting of the window size and
the setting of the input combination.
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