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Abstract: With rapid innovations in drone, camera, and 3D photogrammetry, drone-based remote
sensing can accurately and efficiently provide ultra-high resolution imagery and digital surface model
(DSM) at a landscape scale. Several studies have been conducted using drone-based remote sensing
to quantitatively assess the impacts of wind erosion on the vegetation communities and landforms
in drylands. In this study; first, five difficulties in conducting wind erosion research through data
collection from fieldwork are summarized: insufficient samples, spatial displacement with auxiliary
datasets, missing volumetric information, a unidirectional view, and spatially inexplicit input. Then,
five possible applications—to provide a reliable and valid sample set, to mitigate the spatial offset,
to monitor soil elevation change, to evaluate the directional property of land cover, and to make
spatially explicit input for ecological models—of drone-based remote sensing products are suggested.
To sum up, drone-based remote sensing has become a useful method to research wind erosion in
drylands, and can solve the issues caused by using data collected from fieldwork. For wind erosion
research in drylands, we suggest that a drone-based remote sensing product should be used as a
complement to field measurements.

Keywords: drone-based remote sensing; wind erosion; resampling; spatial displacement; volumetric
information; directional property; spatially explicit input

1. Introduction

Wind erosion is a land surface process that occurs in drylands [1]. It impacts the
landform and vegetation community, which leads to degradation of farmland, rangeland,
and natural habitats [2]. It also brings dust particles into the atmosphere, biosphere, and
hydrosphere, which directly and indirectly influences the climate variation on a global
scale [3-5]. Wind erosion is a complex process that involves interactions between the soil,
vegetation, land surface, and atmosphere [2]. Field observation is the traditional way to
provide raw data for research on wind erosion. However, the data collected from fieldwork
have several limitations such as insufficient samples [6], spatial displacement with auxiliary
datasets [7], missing volumetric information [8], a unidirectional view [9], and spatially
inexplicit input [10], because of time and budget restrictions.

Drone-based remote sensing has developed rapidly due to technological innovations
involving drones, cameras, and 3D photogrammetry [11]. The products from drone-based
remote sensing can provide effective information at a relatively large area. Moreover,
drone-based remote sensing is a low-cost and high-efficiency way to monitor and detect
the impact of wind erosion on landforms and vegetation communities. Recently, drone-
based remote sensing was employed to conduct experiments on wind erosion in drylands.
For example, Cunliffe et al. [8] developed a physical model to estimate the biomass of a
single vegetation type by using the volumetric information retrieved from a drone-based
structure from motion (5fM) model. Gillan et al. [12] used the digital terrain model (DTM)
retrieved from a drone-based digital surface model (DSM) to detect the landscape change
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by wind erosion and water erosion in an omnidirectional view. Those studies proved that
drone-based remote sensing products can provide valuable supplemental information.

In this paper, first, the difficulties of conducting wind erosion research by using data
collected from fieldwork are summarized: insufficient samples, spatial displacement with
auxiliary datasets, missing volumetric information, unidirectional view, and spatially
inexplicit input. Then, five possible applications of drone-based remote sensing to conquer
those difficulties are designated. Last, the potential of drone-based remote sensing as a
supplement to fieldwork is discussed.

2. Difficulties with Field Observation
2.1. Insufficient Samples

Field observation provides samples to validate the results from remote sensing prod-
ucts and ecological models in the research of wind erosion, but the number of field samples
is limited because field observation is time-consuming and expensive [13]. A small sample
size, which is a common problem for field-data-informed studies, has large variability [14].
For instance, a sample size of 1000 draws from a normal distribution with a mean of 10
and a standard deviation of 1.0 allows for the estimation of the mean within +0.62% (that
is, the 95% confidence interval is [9.938, 10.062]), whereas it only allows estimation of the
standard deviation within +4.2% (that is, the 95% confidence interval is [0.958, 1.046]).
In this scenario, nearly 50,000 samples are required to estimate the standard deviation to
within £0.62%.

Although 1000 is not a small sample size for field measurements, it still has a relatively
large variation of standard deviation. The studies of Karl et al. [15], Duniway et al. [16],
and Zhang and Okin [17] have proved that the wind erosion-related indicators from field
measurement and drone-based remote sensing estimated by using the transect line method
are highly correlated. Those studies have augmented a small number of samples made
in the field to a large number of samples made on high-quality imagery. However, the
samples in the previous study (not only from the fieldwork but also from drone-based
remote sensing) are spatially autocorrelated because of their even pattern. The goal of this
experiment is to design a statistical method to make the large sample set have less variation
and little spatial autocorrelation.

2.2. Spatial Displacement with Auxiliary Datasets

Accurately and efficiently predicting wind erosion-related indicators is vital for land
management in drylands [18]. With the advancement in computing power, several stud-
ies [19-21] have utilized machine learning algorithms to assimilate field observation with
other data sources, such as satellite-based remote sensing products, to estimate land surface
conditions where field samples cannot reach. In those studies, a machine learning-based
algorithm built a regression relationship between pixel values of remote sensing products
and the value of the field sample site at the same geolocation. The field sample site, shown
as a point, is usually measured by a method that covers a small area; the value of the
field sample site represents the mean in that area. It will be very rare for a field sample
site to fall squarely at the center of a certain pixel of remote sensing imagery. In most
cases, the sample sites will have a sub-pixel-level displacement from the center of a certain
pixel, which will cause the field sample site to cover other neighboring pixels. Therefore,
there would be a mismatch between the pixel values of remotely sensed products and the
sample value that it represents as measured at the supposedly same geolocation, which is
called spatial displacement [22]. Hogland and Affleck [7] discovered that this off-center
and displacement phenomenon can cause attenuation bias in the estimation, especially for
coarse spatial resolution data. Several studies rescaled the pixel size (upscaled the pixel
size to make a coarser pixel), which “put” the field sample site in the center of the coarser
pixel to avoid this attenuation [23,24]. However, in most studies, this attenuation bias
was ignored.
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Drone-based remote sensing imagery records the land surface conditions at a certain
time with an ultra-high resolution [8]. To minimize or even remove the error caused by
the off-center or displacement phenomenon, the field sample site can be remeasured at
the center of a certain pixel and remeasured by using the same method as in the field. For
example, the Assessment, Inventory, and Monitoring (AIM) sample, which was designed
by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) [25], was frequently used with Moderate-
Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS) remote sensing products to predict the
indicators on a large scale [20,21]. If the AIM sample site is not at the center of the
MODIS pixel (Figure 1), the displacement could be from 0 to 353.5 m. Traditionally, the
displacement was ignored because the field measurement at a certain time is not repeatable
or reproducible. However, if the measurement was conducted in the drone-based remote
sensing imagery, the measurement could be repeatably measured at the center of the pixel
as the spatially corrected AIM sample site. The goal of this experiment is to test whether
the measurement of relocated sample sites (the spatially corrected AIM sample site) from
drone imagery has less attenuation bias than the original one.

AIM sample site

500 m

" “Spatially corrected AIM
™ sample site

MODIS pixel

Figure 1. An Assessment, Inventory, and Monitoring (AIM) sample site (solid line) is off center from
the center of a Moderate-Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS) pixel. After relocating the
sample site, the spatially corrected AIM sample site (dotted line) is at the center of a MODIS pixel.

2.3. Missing Volumetric Information

Soil elevation is a key factor to represent the land surface conditions, especially in
areas with wind erosion [26]. Unlike measuring dust flux, soil elevation reflects the spatial
distribution of sediment erosion and deposition [12]. Several field techniques have been
created to observe and monitor sediment movements, such as sediment traps [27], erosion
pins [28], and erosion bridges [29]. Field observation is not only labor intensive and
expensive but also highly depends on the distribution and number of samples. It also
misses the volumetric information of some important landforms of wind erosion research,
such as dunes.

One of the drone-based remote sensing products is the dense point cloud, which is
similar to the point cloud of LiDAR. The dense point cloud not only contains spectral
information on land cover but also volumetric information of the land surface. Therefore,
a dense point cloud can generate a 3D classification map having one or more land cover
classes. The point cloud has been widely used to map the landslide displacement [30],
sediment connectivity [31], modeling vegetation height [6], and to estimate the biomass of
vegetation [8]. The goal of this experiment is to construct a complete bare ground DTM,
which can be used to analyze the soil elevation after erosion, from the point cloud.
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2.4. Unidirectional View

The bare soil gap size (the length of a gap with bare soil between two plants), canopy
size, and vegetation height are important indicators to study how wind erosion impacts
the land surface and vegetation community [32]. Although those indicators can be easily
measured by field measurement, the measurements only represent the information in one
direction but miss the information in other directions [33]. In research on wind erosion,
those indicators strongly vary in different directions. For example, the shrub or grass
ecotone may have a banded or street structure along with the prevailing wind direction,
respectively [34].

Drone-based remote sensing imagery records spatially continuous information, which
allows for observing the details of land cover in an omnidirectional view. This property of
drone-based remote sensing can also reproduce measurements in directions that may not
have been seen as useful in the original measurement scheme. For example, the directional
property describes if a feature has uniformity or not in all orientations. In research on wind
erosion, it is an important measurement to represent how the severity of wind erosion
impacts the vegetation community and bare ground in different directions [9,34]. The
directional property was calculated by a geostatistical measure, “connectivity,” which
assesses the probability that adjacent pixels will belong to the same type. The connectivity
of bare soil and vegetation in all directions can evaluate the directional influence of wind
erosion and determine the direction that has the most severe wind erosion [9]. The goal of
this experiment is to compute connectivity based on drone-based remote sensing products
and evaluate the directional property of land covers under wind erosion.

2.5. Spatially Inexplicit Input

An ecological model with spatially explicit input has become popular with advance-
ments in computing power [10,35,36]. In research on wind erosion, the major advantage
of an ecological model with spatially explicit input is to provide details of land surface
changes, biological processes, and the interaction between biotic and abiotic variables
at a fine scale [37]. With a spatially explicit input, the model can incorporate complex
mathematical and physical equations in the calculation, which was ignored or used as a
statistic process to alter in the model with spatially implicit input [10]. Traditionally, in
order to mimic the spatially explicit input, interpolation and /or simulation based on the
selective samples with spatially explicit behavior were used as the input [38], but none of
them are the true spatially explicit input, which affects the performance of the model and
the quality of the model’s results.

Drone-based remote sensing can provide the potential input of the ecological models.
For example, the WEMO model is a physical model to simulate the impact of aeolian
transport on the shrub-grass mixed vegetation community [39]. This model used the
distribution of scaled height, which is the ratio of bare soil gap size to plant height, as the
input to describe the land surface conditions. In the past, an exponential function was used
to interpolate the scaled height derived from field data to make the distribution as the input.
However, the distribution of scaled height can be directly retrieved from the drone-based
remote sensing product as the input to the WEMO model. The goal of this experiment is to
use the spatially explicit input from the drone-based remote sensing products to run the
WEMO model and to compare the results to the field observations.

3. Data and Possible Applications
3.1. Study Area

The study area is the Nutrient Effects of Aeolian Transport (NEAT) site at the Jor-
nada Experimental Range (JER), New Mexico (32°56' N, 106°75" W). The NEAT site was
established in 2004 to monitor and detect the impacts of wind erosion on the landscape
and vegetation community. There are three blocks in the NEAT site and each block has
five treatments. All blocks and treatments are aligned parallel to the prevailing wind,
which is from the southwest. Each block is 2.5 ha and each treatment is 0.25 ha. There
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is a 25-m buffer zone between treatments to minimize the interference (wind-blown soil
nutrients) between them. The treatments are divided into 25 x 50 m upwind areas and
25 x 50 m downwind areas. In the upwind areas, grasses were manually removed from
100% to 0% (from Treatment 4 to Treatment Control) of its original cover in 2004 and have
been maintained at similar levels since 2004. The details of the NEAT site can be found
in Zhang [6]. In this paper, Block 3 was used as the study area. The visualized pattern of
Block 3 and the treatments can be found in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. The digital surface model (DSM) and orthomosaics (A,B) [6] of Block 3 based on the structure from motion (S5fM)
models. The images were produced by using photos taken in the summer of 2017 using a Da-Jiang Innovations (DJI) camera.

3.2. Data Preparation

The image was obtained by a D]JI Phantom 4 equipped with its own 4K camera (Da-
Jiang Innovations Science and Technology Co., Shenzhen, China) in the summer of 2017.
DroneDeploy V2.6 (DroneDeploy, San Francisco, CA, USA) was used to initially set up
(e.g., flight height and speed) and control the DJI Phantom 4 drone during the flight. The
drone was flown twice for a block in different orientations (i.e., north-south and east-west)
following a “lawnmower” moving pattern to acquire structural information from different
aspects. The sidelap of DJI 4K image was set to 70%, which is sufficient to build SfM models
of vegetation and landscape. The details about the drone and camera are in Table 1.
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Table 1. The specifications of the drones and the cameras.

List Specification
Aircraft DJI Phantom 4
Sensor DJI 4K camera
Image size 4000 x 3000
Camera type Frame
Flying height (m) 20
Time of shot (s) 1
Image sidelap (%) 70
FOV (degree) 94
Image count ~300
Average point density (points/m?) 1220
Orthomosaic resolution (mm) 7
DSM cell size (cm) 2.8
GPS information Yes

The images were processed using a commercial SfM software (PhotoScan V1.2.5,
Agisoft LLC, St. Petersburg, Russia). There are four general steps of SfM image processing:
(1) photo alignment and sparse point cloud building, (2) Ground control points (GCPs)
identification and sparse point cloud optimization, (3) dense point cloud building, and (4)
construction of orthomosaic and DSM. The details of processing the imagery can be found
in Zhang [6]. The average point density for the dense cloud was 1220 points/m? for DJI 4K
camera. The DJI 4K image resulted in 7 mm and 2.8 cm resolution for orthomosaics and
DSMs, respectively.

To assess the spatial accuracy of orthomosaics and DSMs, the spatial root mean square
error (RMSE) and spatial mean error (ME) were calculated in the sparse cloud (Table 2).
The average RMSE and ME represent the error between the surveyed coordinates of the
GCPs in the field and coordinates of those in the sparse cloud model across Block 3. They
represent the accuracy of the orthomosaic and the DSM, which were derived from the
sparse cloud model.

Table 2. Evaluation of the accuracies of SfM models based on DJI 4K cameras. X represents longitude,
Y represents latitude, and Z represents altitude. Spatial root mean square error (RMSE) and spatial
mean error (ME) are between the surveyed coordinates of the ground control points (GCPs) in the
field and coordinates of those in the sparse cloud model.

X Y V4 Total XY
RMSE (cm) 1.52 2.49 1.46 2.92
ME (cm) 3.71 2.82 4.03 3.45

After the orthomosaic and DSM were made, the classification map was produced by
an unsupervised classification method, K-means. The algorithm of K-means [40] was based
on Tou and Gonzalez [41] and the code was written in IDL 8.5 (L3Harris Technologies,
Melbourne, FL, USA). The number of classes is four (grass, shrub, bare soil, and other), the
maximum iteration is 20 times, and the minimum change threshold is 0.1. The vegetation
layer has used the bare soil mosaic from the classification map to mask the DSM [42]. The
vegetation layer is a DSM, which only contains the height information of the canopy. The
process was done by ENVI 5.3 (L3Harris Technologies, Melbourne, FL, USA).

3.3. Possible Applications
3.3.1. Provide a Reliable and Valid Sample Set

To simulate the impact of sample size on the quality of sampling, 1000 transect lines,
which are along the main axis (the prevailing wind direction) of Treatment 3 of Block 3, are
evenly distributed on the classification map and vegetation layer. There is only a 5-cm gap
between transect lines and the length of every transect line is 100 m. On each transect, three
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important wind erosion-related indicators (vegetation cover, plant height, and bare soil
gap size) were measured. Vegetation cover was measured by using the line-point intercept
(LPI) method on classification map [13], which recorded the land cover types (i.e., soil,
shrub, and grass) at 1-m intervals on the transect line. Therefore, the vegetation cover is the
number of shrub and grass records divided by 100. Bare soil gap size, which is measured
on classification map, is the length of the gap with bare soil between two plants on the
transect line, which is the number of contiguous pixels of bare soil in the transect line
times pixel size. Plant height, which is measured on the vegetation layer, is the difference
between the largest and the smallest pixel value on the intersection of the transect line and
each canopy cluster on the vegetation layer. In each transect line, the averaged values of
bare soil gap size and plant height were calculated.

The assumption that the large sample set has a better estimate than the small sample
set was tested. Six transect lines, equal distances (7.5 m) from each other, were measured.
The statistics (e.g., mean, standard deviation, the confidence interval of mean, and the
confidence interval of standard deviation) of the six transect lines and 1000 transect lines
were compared.

Although 1000 evenly distributed samples have already increased the sample size,
those samples, like the six evenly distributed samples, are highly spatially autocorrelated.
Therefore, a method to increase the sample size by using drone-based imagery was de-
signed. Six transect lines were randomly bootstrapped from 1000 transect lines and 1000
draws were made. The mean of six transect lines for each indicator represents the value
of one draw. Using this bootstrapping method, which is drawing a subset of samples
randomly from a set of samples with replacement, the number of samples in the sample
pool is about 1.37 x 10!, which confirms the basic assumption of sampling: the data pool
has a nearly infinite sample size.

For this experiment, the tool in the spatial analyst extension of ArcGIS Desktop 10.8
(ESRI, Redlands, CA, USA) was used to extract the pixel value of the classification map
and vegetation layer on the transect line. Python 3.6 with the Geospatial Data Abstraction
Library (GDAL) 3.0.1 package [43] was used to implement the calculations for bare soil gap
size, plant height, and vegetation cover; generate the random selection of transect lines;
and compute the statistic of 1000 random draws for each variable.

3.3.2. Mitigating the Spatial Offset

To simulate the displacement of the field sample from the pixel center, a MODIS image
tile (MCD43A4.A2017204.h09v05.006.2017213033355) that contains both Block 3 of NEAT
sites and one AIM sample site (#13497) was used for this experiment. The AIM sample can
be downloaded from the Landscape Approach Data Portal, https:/ /landscape.blm.gov/
geoportal. The drone-based imagery of Block 3 captured the center of this MODIS pixel.
The AIM sample site (#13497) is at the upper left corner of one MODIS pixel. The field
measurement of the AIM sample site was conducted at the same time as the drone-based
remote sensing work in the summer of 2017. For the AIM sample, the bare soil was used as
the bare soil cover and total foliar was used as the vegetation cover.

To measure the vegetation cover and bare soil cover at the center of the MODIS pixel,
the configuration of the AIM sample site, which was widely used in land management,
was mimicked on the classification map. Three 50-m transect lines were created in the
direction of 0°, 120°, and 240° at the central location of the MODIS pixel. Then, vegetation
cover and bare soil cover were measured by using the LPI method [13], which recorded the
land cover types (i.e., soil, shrub, and grass) at 1-m intervals on the transect line. Therefore,
the vegetation cover or bare soil cover of one transect line is the number of shrub and
grass records or bare soil records divided by 50. Last, the mean vegetation cover and
bare soil cover of all three transect lines were calculated. Python 3.6 with Geospatial Data
Abstraction Library (GDAL) 3.0.1 package [43] was used to perform the calculations for
vegetation and soil cover.
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To assess the abundance of vegetation and soil in one MODIS pixel, a spectral un-
mixing algorithm (SMA) was used to extract the percentage of green vegetation, non-
photosynthetic vegetation, and soil at the sub-pixel level. The abundance of green vege-
tation and non-photosynthetic vegetation was combined with the vegetation cover. The
abundance of soil represents the bare soil cover. The spectral library used in this experiment
was derived from a combination of field measurements in Savanna [44]. The code of SMA
was based on Campbell and Wynne [45] and was written in IDL 8.5.

3.3.3. Soil Elevation

The point cloud is a direct product of drone-based remote sensing. The point cloud not
only contains the spectral information of land cover but also the volumetric information of
land surface; therefore, a classification method, which is based on the slope of the initial
terrain model, was used to distinguish the on-ground object (i.e., vegetation) [46,47]. The
classification method has three parameters: max angle, max distance, and cell size. Cell size
determines the largest grid of on-ground objects, such as vegetation, but not containing
any ground point in the scene. Max angle determines the maximum slope of the ground in
the scene. Max distance determines the maximum distance of maximum variation in Z of
ground inside the cell size in the scene. The cell size was set to 0.4 m to filter the litter, the
max angle to 3°, and the max distance to 0.1 m. Then, a DSM with two classes (bare ground
and vegetation) was created with a 2.8 cm spatial resolution. The bare ground feature
was selected and the vegetation feature was removed. To fill in those holes (vegetation
removal), the DSM raster of bare ground was vectorized first (Figure 3). Then, a fitted
interpolation method, which is the natural neighbor interpolation method [48,49], was
used to interpolate the holes of the feature layer of bare ground to make a DTM of bare
ground (Figure 3).

Point cloud

+ Classification

DSM of bare ground

v Vectorization

Feature layer of bare ground

‘ Interpolation

DTM of bare ground

Figure 3. The workflow of creating a digital terrain model (DTM) raster of bare ground.

To quantitively evaluate the surface height, 500 transect lines were made perpendicular
to the prevailing wind direction to measure the pixel value of DTM. The surface height
was measured by using the LPI method [13], as in Section 3.3.1 (it recorded the pixel value
at 0.1-m intervals on the transect line). This experiment was conducted on the downwind
area (which started from the centerline between upwind and downwind area) of Treatment
4 and Treatment Control of Block 3. Block 3 has a relatively flat terrain and the slope of
Block 3 is 0.5° from northwest to southeast. Because of that, the relative altitude was used
to represent the soil elevation in the different treatments. The mean of the relative altitude
on the centerline was marked as 0 m for each treatment. The altitude of each pixel should
be subtracted from the mean of the altitude on the centerline to get the relative altitude.
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PhotoScan V1.2.5 was used to process the classification of point cloud and the creation
of DSM of bare ground. The conversion tool in ArcGIS 10.8 was used to convert the
DSM raster of bare soil to a point feature and the Spatial Analyst extension to make an
interpolated surface (DTM) of bare ground.

3.3.4. Directional Property of Landscape

Connectivity represents the continuous property of patches along with one direction
at a landscape scale. For a classified raster image, a connectivity C can be defined as:

c(n) _i;@jg) M

=
where h represents the vector with lag distance |k|,  is the number of successive pixels

along Z in an image, and I; is a class indicator that equals 1 for pixels that belong to the
class of interest and 0 for the other [9]. For example, if “shrub” is the class of interest, then
pixels that are classified as “shrub” are given a value of 1, and all other pixels are given
a value of 0. In practice, the decrease in connectivity with lag distance approximates an
exponential decay function, which is:

C(Z) = Cpexp (—@) (2)

where Cy is denoted as the connectivity when |1 is equal to 0 and « represents the maximum
lag distance in all directions, which is similar to the “range” of the traditional variograms.
In this experiment, the maximum lag distance (o) of each pixel in 360° direction with a 2°
interval was calculated [9].

A 20m x 20 m plot in the upwind area of Treatment 3 and Treatment 1 was selected to
calculate the connectivity of vegetation (the classes of shrub and grass) and soil (the class
of bare soil) on the classification map. The code of connectivity was written in IDL 8.5.

3.3.5. Spatially Explicit Input

WEMO uses a size distribution of erodible gaps between plants, instead of lateral
cover, to describe the distribution of shear stress at the surface. Based on the research
of Vest et al. [50], Lancaster et al. [51], Li et al. [52], and Mayaud et al. [53], the WEMO
model performed better than the traditional shear stress partitioning approaches. A major
advantage of this model is that the primary input variables can be obtained by standard
field methods [13] or orthophotography techniques [17]. In this experiment, two different
methods were used to describe the distribution of shear stress as the inputs of the WEMO
model: one is to use an exponential function to reconstruct a distribution based on the
field measurement, the other is to directly measure on the drone-based image to build a
distribution.

In the following equation, scaled height x represents the bare soil gap size in units of
plant height. Horizontal flux (Q%*) at a scaled height (x) in the shear stress wake zone is
calculated as per Gillette and Chen [54]:

Uy

u :Axgxu*sx (uis—uit) 3)

where A is a best-fit constant (0.026), p is the density of air (0.00129 g/ cmd), g is the
acceleration due to gravity (980 cm/s?), and u,; is the threshold of wind shear velocity of
the unvegetated soil [52,55], which is 25 cm/s at the experimental sites.

P; is the probability that any point in the reduced shear stress zone is at a certain
distance from the nearest upwind plant in units of plant height. Traditionally, it is estimated
as an exponential function [9] with a decay constant, which equals to the estimated median
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Frequency of wind speed (Pu*)
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0.4

0.3
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0.1

weighted average gap size divided by estimated plant height from the field measurement.
In this experiment, P; was also obtained by using the methods in Section 3.3.1 on the
drone-based imagery. The horizontal flux Q}* of the whole shear stress wake zone at a
specific wind shear velocity (1) is the sum of Q%* for all gap lengths (x), weighted by P,
such that:

1= (1-0) ) Palx) x Q¥ 4)

where C is the estimated vegetation cover (it was obtained by using the methods in
Section 3.3.1 on the drone-based imagery). To calculate the total horizontal flux (Q), Q}* is
summed for all wind shear velocities (1) weighted by the probability distribution of wind
shear velocity (P,x), such that:

Q= Zu* Py x Q?* @)

In this model, P, is a constant distribution, which is derived from a three-year
(2006-2008) record of wind speed measured at 5-min intervals at the headquarters of JER
(Figure 4).

2 4 6 8 10 12
Wind speed (u)

Figure 4. The probability distribution of the wind speed (u) measured at the headquarters of JER [38].

For each treatment, 500 evenly distributed transect lines were created to measure plant
height, bare soil gap size, and vegetation cover in the upwind area of each treatment by
using the same method in Section 3.3.1 on the classification map and vegetation layer. The
measurement of plant height and bare soil gap size constructed P; and the measurement of
vegetation cover is C in the previous equations. The code of the WEMO model was written
in Python 3.6.

4. Results and Discussion
4.1. Provide a Reliable and Valid Sample Set

The means of the vegetation cover, bare soil gap size, and plant height based on six
evenly distributed transect lines are similar to the means based on 1000 evenly distributed
transect lines (Table 3). However, the standard deviations of vegetation cover, bare soil
gap size, and plant height based on six evenly distributed transect lines are larger than the
standard deviations based on 1000 evenly distributed transect, which shows that the small
sample set has more variation than the large sample set (Table 3 and Figure 5A,C,E). The
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confidence intervals of the mean and the confidence intervals of the standard deviation
of vegetation cover, bare soil gap size, and plant height based on six evenly distributed
transect lines are, at least, twice as large as the confidence intervals of the mean and the
confidence intervals of the standard deviation based on 1000 evenly distributed transects,
which shows that the small sample set involves more uncertainty than the large sample set

(Table 3).
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Figure 5. Histograms exhibit the mean of bare soil gap size, plant height, and vegetation cover for six and 1000 evenly
distributed transect lines (A,C,E: green lines represent six evenly distributed transect lines and yellow lines represent 1000
evenly distributed transect lines) and 1000 draws (B,D,F) of Treatment 3 (75% grass removal).
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Table 3. The mean, standard deviation, confidence interval of mean, and confidence interval of standard deviation of 6 and

1000 evenly distributed transect lines and 1000 draws for vegetation cover, bare soil gap size, and plant height.

Mean Standard Confidence Confidence Interval of
Deviation Interval of Mean Standard Deviation

Vegetation cover (%) 6 transect lines 21.4 0.0733 +0.0145 +0.0923
1000 transect lines 20.9 0.0320 +0.0080 +0.0400
1000 draws 20.7 0.0265 +0.0016 +0.0110
Bare soil gap size (cm) 6 transect lines 3023.98 920.576 +34.67 +£89.76
1000 transect lines 3343.39 887.472 +28.93 +62.20
1000 draws 3293.53 798.725 +14.90 +34.68
Plant height (cm) 6 transect lines 19.15 15.20 +2.280 +1.620
1000 transect lines 14.23 10.80 +1.920 +1.410
1000 draws 18.90 7.19 +0.440 +0.616

Vegetation covers show the nearly normal distribution of 1000 transect lines and
1000 draws (Figure 5B,D,F). The mean of 1000 transect lines and 1000 draws are the same,
but the standard deviation of 1000 draws is smaller than 1000 transect lines. The confidence
interval of the mean of 1000 transect lines is five times larger than with 1000 draws and the
confidence interval of the standard deviation of 1000 transect lines is four times larger than
with 1000 draws (Table 3). The average bare soil gap size of transect lines shows the slightly
skewed distribution of 1000 draws with a mean of 3293.53 cm and a standard deviation of
798.725 cm (Figure 5B,D,F). The confidence interval of the mean and standard deviation of
1000 transect lines is twice as large as with 1000 draws (Table 3). Average plant height in
transect lines shows a highly skewed distribution of 1000 draws with a mean of 18.90 cm
and a standard deviation of 7.19 cm (Figure 5B,D,F). The confidence interval of the mean of
1000 transect lines is four times larger than with 1000 draws and the confidence interval of
the standard deviation of 1000 transect lines is twice as large as with 1000 draws (Table 3).

Providing a large sample has the advantage of reducing confidence intervals, particu-
larly for the confidence interval for the standard deviation, because the magnitude of the
confidence interval for the standard deviation decreases more slowly with the number of
degrees of freedom than that for the mean. This means that a larger sample size is required
to estimate the confidence interval for the variance (as a proportion of variance) than is
required for the estimation of the confidence interval of the mean (as a proportion of the
mean). Further, the results from bootstrapped resampling indicate that a priori unknown
biases potentially exist (as indicated by the skewed distributions in Figure 5, right column)
after the removal of spatial autocorrelation. When using only evenly distributed transects
(six or 1000), the biases that depended on the land cover were not found. In this case,
the drone-based imagery not only provides a large sample set but also gives a chance to
resample the large sample set and provide a reliable and valid sample set.

4.2. Mitigating the Spatial Offset

The actual displacement from the AIM sample site to the center of the MODIS pixel
is 323.5 m. The bare soil cover and vegetation cover from the drone-based estimate
(remeasured on the drone imagery using the LPI method) is 79.5% and 20.5% (Table 4),
respectively, which are less different from the SMA result of the MODIS pixel compared
to the field measurement (71.9% for bare soil cover and 28.3% for vegetation cover). That
is because the field measurement contains information not only on the MODIS pixel that
covers the center of the AIM sample site but also on three adjacent MODIS pixels (upper,
upper left, and left).
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Table 4. The bare soil cover and vegetation cover from field measurement, drone-based estimate, and
MODIS pixel.

Bare Soil Cover Vegetation Cover
Field measurement 71.7% 28.3%
Drone-based estimate 79.5% 20.5%
MODIS pixel 82.3% 17.7%

Those differences should not be ignored and may strongly affect the accuracy of
any follow-up analysis and computation. In some studies [20,21], the prediction errors
(underpredicted high value and overpredicted low value) came from the spatial offset
between the field sample site and the pixel of remote sensing products. Although there is
an existing method that uses a linear equation to correct the error from the spatial offset [22],
this method assumes that all samples must have the same spatial characteristics. It is not
suitable for research on a continental or global scale since the samples were from different
ecoregions and have different spatial characteristics. Moreover, the linear correction method
has a good performance for a relatively small pixel size such as Landsat or Sentinel.
However, for relatively large pixel sizes, such as in MODIS, the linear correction method
did not perform well [7]. In this case, the drone-based imagery is a good supplemental
material for the correction of spatial displacement.

4.3. Soil Elevation

The bare ground DTM of Treatment 4 has an obviously increasing trend of relative
altitude along with the prevailing wind direction but Treatment Control does not show that
increasing trend from the centerline between the upwind and downwind areas (Figure 6).
In Treatment 4, the upwind area has no grass cover, which caused strong wind erosion (soil
loss). The impact of strong wind erosion extended to the front region of the downwind
area (0-10 m from the centerline). The blown-up soil particles deposited on the area at
10 m of the centerline and became a dune-shape landscape. Moreover, the deposition of
soil particles also brought nutrients for the grasses to accelerate their growth. The grass
community can trap more blown-up soil, which also accelerated the formation of the
dune-shape landscape. Due to that, the increasing trend of relative altitude along with
the prevailing wind direction was created. In Treatment Control, the upwind area has no
grass removal and the wind erosion is uniform, along with the prevailing wind direction;
therefore, relative altitude does not have a clear tendency.

From the analysis of 500 transect lines (Figure 7), the range of relative altitude in
Treatment Control is from 0.020 to 0.032 m and the range of relative altitude in Treatment
4 is from 0.021 to 0.152 m, which is much larger than Treatment Control. The curve of
Treatment 4 shows that the slope between 12.5 m to 17.5 m is the largest because that area
has the most accumulation of blown-up soil particles, which became a band structure [34].
The curve of Treatment Control shows a slight variation. There is a trough from 7.5 m to
10 m because the vegetation distribution in that area varies a lot. In this case, drone-based
DTM provides an opportunity for studying the landform in a 3D view.
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Figure 6. The relative altitude of bare ground DTM of Treatment 4 (T4) and Treatment Control (TC) downwind areas.
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Figure 7. The mean relative altitude of 500 transect lines on the downwind areas of Treatment 4 (T4) and Treatment Control (TC).

4.4. Directional Property of Landscape

In Treatment 3, the average bare soil patches are larger than the average vegetation
clusters and both exhibit marked anisotropy (Figure 8A,C). The direction of vegetation
clusters is aligned with the prevailing wind direction, suggesting a role of the wind in
shaping the vegetation clusters. It also means that the vegetation community has more
connectivity in the direction of the prevailing wind. The bare soil patches have more
connectivity in the perpendicular direction of the prevailing wind. In Treatment 1, the
average bare soil patches are close to the average vegetation clusters. The bare soil patches
exhibit anisotropy but the vegetation clusters exhibit isotropy (Figure 8B,D). The direction
of soil patches is perpendicular to the direction of the prevailing wind, with a 10° difference.
The decay curves of connectivity of bare soil patches and vegetation clusters follow an
exponential function. The bare soil patches have more connectivity than the vegetation
clusters because bare soil is the dominant land cover in the study area, as can be seen in
Figure 2.
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Figure 8. Polar plots of the average size of inter-plant gaps and vegetation patches using the method
of McGlynn and Okin [9] for the upwind portion of Treatment 3 (75% grass removal) and Treatment 1
(25% grass removal) (left column). The decay curves of connectivity of interplant gaps and vegetation
patches for the upwind portion of Treatment 3 and Treatment Control 1 (right column). The directional
property of Treatment 3 (A,C); the directional property of Treatment 1 (B,D). This figure was revised
from Zhang et al. [17].
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In Treatment 3, the shape of bare patches, perhaps due to their recent genesis, is
different from that described by McGlynn and Okin [9] for an established shrub dune. The
orientation of well-developed bare soil patches is parallel to the direction of the prevailing
wind. In Treatment 1, the result is the same as in Okin et al. [34,56], in which the size of
bare soil patches and vegetation clusters are close in an established shrub-grass mixed
community. The connectivity, in this experiment, only represents the soil patches and
vegetation clusters (shrub and grass). In the future, this method may be employed to detect
the differences between grass and shrub, which could reveal the details of the competition
of shrub and grass during wind erosion. In this case, drone-based imagery is a good way
to conduct multidirectional research.

4.5. Spatially Explicit Input

The daily dust fluxes computed using drone-based imagery are in the range of the
field experiments performed using a wind tunnel [57]. The dust flux of Treatment 4
(2.8 g/cm/day) is much higher than for the remaining treatments because the percentage
of grass removal in the upwind area of Treatment 4 is higher than for the remaining
treatments. The median, first quartile, and third quartile of dust flux computed using
drone-based imagery have a decreasing gradient from Treatment 4 to Treatment Control
(Figure 9). However, there is no obvious decreasing gradient of dust flux when using
field measurements from Treatment 4 to Treatment Control for the median, first quartile,
and third quartile. The median of Treatment 1 is greater than the rest and the median of
Treatment 2 is smaller than the rest, which contradicts the observations from the wind
tunnel [57]. Moreover, the medians of Treatment 4 and Treatment 3 are much smaller than
the observations from wind erosion [57].
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Figure 9. The box plot of daily dust flux (g/cm/day) was computed by using the WEMO model on the upwind area of
Treatment 4-Treatment Control (T4-TC, 100% grass removal-0% grass removal). The input of WEMO is from the drone-based
estimate (500 transect lines, (A) and field measurement (three transect lines, (B). The yellow mark represents the median

value of dust flux.

From the results, the WEMO model using spatially explicit input shows an obvious
decreasing trend from Treatment 4 to Treatment Control. In this case, the spatially explicit
input, somehow, reflects the details of the land surface condition compared to the field
data. In the future, more models for the research of wind erosion, such as the Vegetation
and Sediment Transport (ViSTA) model [53] and Ecotone-WEMO model [38], can be tested
by using the spatially explicit input.

5. Conclusions

This paper sheds light on the possible applications of drone-based remote sensing in
research on wind erosion, which was inspired by the difficulties of field data collection.
Through the five experiments, drone-based products (i.e., dense point cloud, orthomosaic
imagery, and DSM) were shown to be useful for wind erosion research in drylands for the
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following reasons: a reliable and valid sample set based on bootstrapping resampling; the
displacement of field sample site eases the attenuation bias between the field measurement
and remote sensing product; the point cloud built DTM shows the pattern of soil distri-
bution and the trend of soil elevation; the land cover under wind erosion condition has
an anisotropic pattern; and the WEMO model produces significant results after using the
spatially explicit input. At present, drone-based imagery has been suggested as a means to
complete difficult fieldwork in remote areas or during harsh weather conditions. For wind
erosion research in drylands, the drone-based remote sensing product should be used as a
complement to field measurement.
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