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Abstract: The monitoring of irrigated areas still represents a complex and laborious challenge in land
use classification. The extent and location of irrigated areas vary in both methodology and scale. One
major reason for discrepancies is the choice of spatial resolution. This study evaluates the influence
of spatial resolution on the mapped extent and spatial patterns of irrigation using an NDVI threshold
approach with Sentinel-2 and operational PROBA-V data. The influence of resolution on irrigation
mapping was analyzed in the USA, China and Sudan to cover a broad range of agricultural systems
by comparing results from original 10 m Sentinel-2 data with mapped coarser results at 20 m, 40 m,
60 m, 100 m, 300 m, 600 m and 1000 m and with results from PROBA-V. While the mapped irrigated
area in China is constant independent of resolution, it decreases in Sudan (−29%) and the USA
(−48%). The differences in the mapping result can largely be explained by the spatial arrangement
of the irrigated pixels at a fine resolution. The calculation of landscape metrics in the three regions
shows that the Landscape Shape Index (LSI) can explain the loss of irrigated area from 10 m to
300 m (r > 0.9).

Keywords: irrigation mapping; land use classification; Sentinel-2; NDVI; rescaling technique; spatial
resolution; scaling relation; land monitoring; sensor resolution; landscape metrics

1. Introduction

Remote sensing has proven to be a suitable instrument for land use classification and
land surface monitoring. The time series of remote sensing data allow for detecting land
use change and changes in agricultural patterns and management practices. Agriculture
uses vast amounts of natural resources such as fresh water for irrigation in an often-non-
sustainable way [1]. To secure current and future global food supplies in a sustainable
way, agriculture has to increase the efficiency of the water it uses, which is expressed in the
principle of “more crop per drop” [2]. Developing and finally establishing monitoring capa-
bilities for agricultural irrigation and its efficiency therefore constitutes a major prerequisite
towards improving the efficiency, effectiveness and sustainability of agricultural water use.

Remote sensing is the central data source for a quantitative global, regional and
local monitoring of areal extent, timing and technique of irrigation. The Copernicus
Sentinel missions provide, on an operational basis, high spatial and temporal resolution
data. Together with increasing computing capacities, they extend our Earth observation
capacities to develop and deploy the monitoring systems necessary to achieve the necessary
efficiency gains in irrigation.

Since approx. 20% of the total cropland is irrigated and approx. 40% of the world food
is produced on this cropland, irrigation plays a crucial role in global food production [3].
Irrigated cropland consumes 69% of the global water withdrawal from surface and ground-
water [4]. Global irrigated area doubled in the last 50 years [3] and future expansion is
expected [5,6]. Over 50% of the irrigated areas are located in regions characterized by an-
nual precipitation smaller than 750 mm, which is considered the limit below which diverse
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demands for water may lead to allocation conflicts [7,8]. Additionally, the impact of climate
change may regionally influence precipitation and snowmelt patterns and, consequently,
river flows and groundwater recharge, and may thus reduce the availability of fresh water,
aggravate water scarcity and amplify water-related conflicts [8].

The high demand for irrigation water strains the regional hydrological cycle mainly
through withdrawal from local and regional rivers and aquifers. Irrigation water is diverted
into the atmosphere and, as a result, lost for further downstream uses. Dramatic reductions
in run-off and aquifer levels caused by irrigation with adverse effects for the regional
environment and for the downstream population are documented worldwide [9–12]. It is,
therefore, crucial to monitor, with high accuracy, the location and extent of irrigated area.

Mapping of irrigated areas still represents a challenge for remote sensing. Several stud-
ies have shown the feasibility of mapping irrigated areas using remote sensing data from
the local to global scale [13–18]. Existing irrigation mapping methods combine different
data to exclude rain-fed and irrigated land by strong indicators such as evapotranspira-
tion [19], climatic conditions [17], thermal variations over an irrigated field [20] or soil
moisture [21]. The few existing global studies about irrigated areas show large differences
in its extent and spatial pattern and are subject to controversial discussions in the scientific
community [22,23]. The differences are caused by different assumptions and definitions,
different time periods and data from different satellite missions with different spatial res-
olution and spectral coverage. This study focusses on the influence of spatial resolution
of remote sensing data on the resulting location and extent of derived irrigated areas.
Velpuri et al. [24] already showed, in a case study, that finer spatial resolution can result in
an increase in classified irrigated area. They conclude that current operational irrigation
monitoring systems, which are based on coarser resolution imagery from, e.g., AVHRR,
MODIS or PROBA-V, neglect relevant parts of the global irrigated area [24]. Nevertheless,
they do not address the transferability of their findings to other regions. On the other hand,
coarser resolution has convincing advantages for global monitoring systems of the temporal
development of global irrigation, such as daily global coverage and low data rates.

The existing long time series of medium-resolution LANDSAT data and the new
medium spatial and high-temporal-resolution Sentinel-2 data have successfully been used
in regional and local studies to determine the extent of irrigated areas with high preci-
sion [25–27]. In principle, they would be the data source of choice for a more complete,
global, operational irrigation mapping. Sentinel-2 now allows, in principle, to precisely
and operationally resolve, with high spatial resolution, the temporal NDVI-developments
on which current approaches to distinguish irrigated areas from non-irrigated areas rely.
Improved global irrigation monitoring therefore seems possible but not feasible considering
the massive computational resources necessary to analyze frequent time series of large
areas with high spatial resolution. This may be one reason why, despite the anticipated
added precision, to our knowledge, operational irrigation monitoring on a global scale
using Sentinel-2-time series is not available yet.

On the other hand, Sentinel-2 time series could potentially be used to augment existing
global low-resolution approaches to map irrigated areas, given that the local scaling laws,
which govern the change in detected irrigated areas with decreased spatial resolution, are
well understood. The hypothesis of our paper, therefore, is that the change in detected
irrigated areas with decreasing spatial resolution inherent in the current approaches fol-
lows a regional independent scaling relation. We consider the resulting scaling relations
as a property of the plot size, the spatial arrangement and the complexity of the shape of
the irrigated fields. The complexity of the spatial structure of the irrigated areas can be
described by landscape metrics, well known from biodiversity and habitat analysis [28,29].
The Landscape Shape Index (LSI) was identified to be suitable for explaining the negative
changes in the mapping results [30–32]. A proven correlating functional relation between
the differences in the mapping results caused by resolution and the LSI can be used for
estimating the accuracy of global low-resolution irrigation monitoring. In order to investi-
gate the scaling properties, we use a proven approach to globally monitor irrigated areas
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using NDVI time series, which have been widely used with wide-swath low-resolution
sensors such as MERIS and PROBA-V [7]. For the first time, we systematically analyze
the impact of spatial resolution from 10 m to 1 km on the pattern and extent of irrigated
areas in three selected global regions. We consider different geographical conditions with
respect to climate and farming systems by selecting as case studies regions in Sudan, China
and the USA.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Multi-Resolution Analysis

We applied the method described in Meier, Zabel and Mauser [7] to determine irrigated
area. It does not explicitly use spatial resolution as a parameter. The basis of the mapping
method is annual NDVI time series. They are used together with parameters such as land
suitability for agriculture, a land use classification, NDVI data and official national statistics
to determine global irrigated area. The annual course of NDVI is analyzed, interpreted
and compared with agricultural suitability evaluations [7,33]. The method analyzes the
NDVI time series using parameters such as amplitude of the NDVI, position of NDVI
peaks and shape of the NDVI annual temporal course. If the course of NDVI suggests
active vegetation growth with typical characteristics of agriculture and, simultaneously,
the agricultural suitability is low due to a rainfall deficit, we assume a high likeliness of
irrigation. In our case, the original mapping-method [7] is modified in two points to be
applicable to the finer spatial resolutions: (1) the information about irrigated area derived
from the official statistics are not used to avoid a biased result and (2) the restriction of
the approach to only process the land-use cropland is lifted because using an external
(coarser resolution) land use classification at this fine spatial resolution would lead to a
predetermination of the result. The result of the threshold mapping method is a map
containing Boolean information of the status of the field: irrigated or not irrigated.

We derive scaling relation of irrigation extent vs. spatial resolution in three different
regions: central Sudan around Khartoum, in northwestern China in the Uighur province
Xinjiang and in Colorado, southeast of Denver (Figure 1). These three regions were selected
based on the following criteria:

• The region’s agricultural suitability is low due to rainfall deficit to avoid both confusion
between irrigated and rain-fed areas and high cloud cover.

• The region should be dominated by irrigated agriculture.
• The selected regions should cover a broad range of agricultural systems—from subsis-

tence to high-intensity agriculture.
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All three regions are characterized by low annual precipitation values. The region
in the USA (303 mm/year) is the wettest, followed by Sudan (202 mm/year) and China
(173 mm/year), based on the ERA5 data of the year 2016 [34]. Each study area covers one
Sentinel-2 tile of approx. 100 × 100 km.

According to Fritz et al. [35], the field sizes in the three tiles ranges from “very small”
to “very large”. The field sizes in the USA are categorized as “large”, in China as “medium”
and in Sudan from “very small” to “small”. A visual pre-analysis shows that the sizes and
shapes of the fields in China and Sudan vary strongly whereas the fields in the USA are
homogeneous and only differ in shape: squared or the typical circular fields shaped by
center pivot irrigation. The cultivated crops range from alfalfa and cereals to groundnut
and fruits. The area in the USA is characterized by alfalfa (66%) and maize (31%); the
remaining agricultural areas are used mainly for fruits and vegetables [36]. The agricultural
areas in Sudan are mainly used for the cultivation of groundnut (71%), cotton (8%) and
millet (6%). The remaining area of 15% is used for the cultivation of crop types such as
maize, cassava, beans, dates and fruits. In the selected China tile, mainly cotton (37%) and
maize (32%) are cultivated. Permanent crops such as grapes (4%) and apple trees (3%) are
also cultivated, as well as vegetables and fruits.

The study of the scaling relations is carried out for the year 2016. In this study,
we apply the modified mapping method described above to the selected Sentinel-2 tiles
at a spatial resolution of 10 m, 20 m, 40 m, 60 m, 100 m, 300 m, 600 m and 1000 m to
systematically evaluate the impact of spatial resolution on the identified irrigated area.
In order to investigate how the Sentinel-2 and PROBA-Vegetation (PROBA-V) spectral
coverage compares when using the selected irrigation mapping approach and in order to
link the results of the varying-resolution Sentinel-2 mapping with the operational PROBA-V
(300 m) mapping of irrigated area, the same irrigation mapping method is also applied to
the available PROBA-V data sets of the same period and regions. PROBA-V was developed
as successor of SPOT5 to ensure the continuation of low-resolution vegetation products and
was successfully launched in 2013. The spectral range is similar to SPOT5 and provides
4 bands (BLUE, RED, NIR, SWIR) in a spatial resolution from 100 to 300 m [37,38]. The
Sentinel-2 and PROBA-V results are compared at a spatial resolution of 300 m.

Sentinel-2 is a multi-spectral satellite and is part of the EU’s Copernicus program. The
spatial resolution depends on the spectral band. The bands (band 8 (NIR) and band 4 (RED))
used in this study are available at a resolution of 10 m. We use the Top-Of-Atmosphere
reflectance (TOA) Sentinel-2 data that are corrected for atmospheric effects to Top-Of-
Canopy (TOC) reflectance data at 10 m using an inverse radiative transfer approach based
on MODTRAN radiative transfer simulations [39]. During the atmospheric correction
process, a cloud and snow mask is automatically derived from the images. All available
unmasked data of all available dates of 2016 for the selected tiles are used for our analysis.
Figure 2 shows the average number of valid observations per pixel for each month.
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The Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) is calculated from the available
Sentinel data where RED is TOC reflectance in band 4 and NIR is TOC reflectance in
band 8 as:

NDVI = NIR(band8)−RED(band4)
NIR(band8)+RED(band4)RED = TOC reflectance in band 4

NIR = TOC reflectance in band 8
(1)

This results in a spatially distributed multi-temporal 10 m-resolution temporal course
of NDVI covering the year 2016. To calculate multi-temporal NDVI data at 20 m, 40 m,
60 m, 100 m, 300 m, 600 m and 1000 m, the TOC reflectance values of the spectral bands RED
and NIR are separately rescaled using a moving window which averages the reflectance
of the pixel within the respective area of the coarser resolution. The upscaled reflection
value is then used to calculate the NDVI according to Formula 1. For each spatial resolution
data set, irrigation maps are created using the identical adapted threshold method to map
irrigated areas [7].

2.2. Scaling Relation at Different Spatial Resolution

The irrigation mapping results differ depending on the spatial resolution. Whereas a
perfectly homogeneous image does not show differences in NDVI with changing resolution,
the averaging of heterogeneous (with reference to the considered resolution) reflectances
in the higher resolution images results in a tendency to homogenize the NDVI values
in the coarser resolution images. Since the irrigation detection algorithm is non-linear
with NDVI, this changes the amount of detected irrigation, with NDVIs averaged over
heterogeneous areas. Therefore, we assume a relationship between the heterogeneity of the
spatial position and formation of the irrigated area as it is shown in the fine resolution and
the area changes when moving up to coarser resolutions. To measure the heterogeneity
or homogeneity of the irrigation pattern, we use landscape metrics, a measure for the
complexity of a landscape. To quantify the relation between landscape metrics and the
areal change with resolution of the mapped irrigated area, we calculate landscape metrics
for the three regions. To increase the number of samples, we split each region in 36 tiles
to generate more stable statistics. A pre-analysis showed that at and above 6 by 6 pixels,
the results remained constant. For the 36 tiles, the areal change between 300 m and 10 m is
calculated as follows:

areal change[%] = irrigated area 300 m [%]− irrigated area 10 m [%] (2)

While the pixel at 300 m gives Boolean information (irrigated or not irrigated), the
result at 10 m gives more precise information about the irrigated area at the corresponding
300 m pixel. This information is used to determine the difference between the mapping
result at 300 m and 10 m. Depending on the position and spatial arrangement of the
irrigated area, the change in spatial resolution from 10 m to 300 m can result in positive
or negative areal change of irrigated area detected by the algorithm. Negative changes
occur in case of a high heterogeneity of the considered area. Positives changes occur when
the majority of the considered area is classified as irrigated, and the spectral reflectance is
hardly affected by the upscaling process. Positive changes are rather theoretical and hardly
ever occur. Therefore, this study will focus solely on the negative changes.

To quantify the relation between landscape metrics and the areal change with resolu-
tion of the mapped irrigated area, we calculate landscape metrics on the same 36 tiles of the
three regions using the R-package of Hesselbarth et al. [40]. We assume that the position,
the shape and the spatial arrangement are reasons for the areal change of the mapping
results. To explain the negative changes of irrigated area with decreasing resolution, we
calculate the Landscape Shape Index (LSI, see Equation (3)), which describes the ratio of
the total edge length of a class, in our case, irrigated area, to the minimum edge length. LSI
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measures the complexity of a selected class (irrigated) compared to the other classes (not
irrigated) of a landscape.

LSI =
E

min(E)
E = total edge length of the class (3)

Thus, as a ratio between the actual class edge length and the minimum class edge
length, the LSI is an ‘aggregation metric’. In case of only one class in the landscape, the
minimum length equals the edge length. The higher the ratio, the more complex the pattern
of the irrigated area. The result is a high expected loss of mapped irrigated area at the
coarser spatial resolution. The LSI is calculated for the 36 tiles of the irrigation mapping
at 300 m and is correlated with the negative areal change for the mapping result between
300 m and 10 m.

3. Results
3.1. Extent of Irrigated Area

The mapped irrigated area as a function of spatial resolutions is compared in Figure 3
for the three selected study sites. Generally, it shows a decrease in irrigated area with
decreasing spatial resolution. Nevertheless, there are large differences in the relationship
between resolution and area between the selected regions. This can be seen in Figure 3 in
China, where the scaling effect is rather small, whereas Sudan and USA show a pronounced
scaling effect.
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Table 1 shows the absolute values of the mapped irrigated area in the three study sites
in km2 for the selected spatial resolutions.

Table 1. Resulting irrigated area in the three different regions.

Spatial Resolution China [km2] Sudan [km2] USA [km2]

1000 m 2872.95 2159.24 734.21
600 m 2904.48 2416.68 903.24
300 m 2908.71 2599.83 1021.41
100 m 2910.75 2832.09 1144.47
60 m 2905.35 2901.15 1233.78
40 m 2905.28 2945.68 1262.84
20 m 2919.77 3009.17 1305.00
10 m 2992.01 3044.93 1401.12



Remote Sens. 2023, 15, 315 7 of 14

Figure 3 and Table 1 show that the mapping result in China is hardly affected by
the upscaling resolution from 10–1000 m. Reasons are the structure of the irrigated area
in this region which consists of very large-scale cohesive irrigated plots. In this case,
NDVI does not change significantly by averaging towards lower resolutions and a mix
of different NDVI values hardly occurs in the high-resolution ensemble underlying the
low-resolution pixels.

Figure 4 shows the spatial distribution of the mapped irrigated area in the three
selected Sentinel-2 tiles for a spatial resolution of 10 m, 300 m and 1000 m. Visually, the
spatial irrigation patterns largely differ in the three regions: while irrigation in Sudan and
USA is scattered, the irrigated area in China is more clumped in two large contiguous
irrigation clusters. At the coarser spatial resolutions, the small and scattered irrigated areas
in Sudan and USA disappear while the irrigated agglomerations in China prevail.
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3.1.1. Sudan

The identified irrigated area in Sudan clearly decreases with coarser spatial resolution.
At a resolution of 100 m, the irrigated area decreases by 7% and continues to decrease to
29% at a resolution of 1000 m (Figure 3 and Table 1). At a coarser resolution of 300 m, single
small-scale fields are no longer classified as irrigated, especially when they are surrounded
by non-cultivated or abandoned fields or non-vegetated areas. This effect decreases the
extent of irrigated areas. Figure 5 shows that contiguous clusters of fields are less affected
by resolution decrease. At the finer resolutions (below 300 m), the fields are well defined
and differentiation between fallow fields, possible artificial area and other irrigated fields
is possible. At the coarser resolutions (from 300 m upwards), the areal extent decreases and
the original patterns are hardly visible.
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Figure 5. The decrease in irrigated area at coarser resolutions at the study site in Sudan. The left
image shows the area classified as irrigated at the resolution of 10 m. The middle shows the same
area at 300 m and at the right at 1000 m.

Figure 5 shows the center pivot fields in the northwestern part of the Sudan tile. This
detail serves as a good example of the decrease in the irrigated area. At the finer resolutions,
the center pivot fields can clearly be identified. At a resolution of 300 m, the center pivot
fields dissolve and almost completely disappear at the resolution of 1000 m.

3.1.2. USA

In the USA, the irrigated area decreases by 27% at the resolution of 300 m and by 48%
at the coarsest resolution of 1000 m (Figure 3 and Table 1). At the finest resolution, the
irrigated area around the Arkansas River in the south of the scene is dense and, therefore,
not affected by the coarser resolutions. In the northwestern part of the scene, some single
fields and fields in small irrigation clusters exist. Small single irrigated fields or smaller
irrigated clusters are scattered over the whole tile. By decreasing the spatial resolution, the
small, irrigated fields disappear and the fields in the larger agglomerations prevail.

3.1.3. China

In contrast to the findings in Sudan and USA, the identified irrigated area in China
almost remains constant across all spatial resolutions. The differences between the spatial
resolutions are small (~1%). The tile shows two large agglomerations and two smaller
agglomerations of irrigated area. The fields are more densely organized than in the USA
and Sudan tiles and the irrigated area is affected differently by the decrease in resolution.
Instead of decreasing the irrigated area, the small space between the fields is averaged out
and also classified as irrigated and the original pattern of the agglomeration of the fields
remains. This results in a smaller decrease in the irrigated area at resolutions up to 1000 m
compared to the results in the USA and Sudan.

3.2. Comparison of the Sentinel-2 Irrigation Mapping to PROBA-V

The coarser spatial resolutions of the different data sets, which were used to investigate
the scaling behavior, are generated by spatially averaging the reflectance values from
Sentinel-2 data before further processing the data. This ensures that the spectral sensitivity
with which the red and NIR bands reflectance is measured is the same for all resolutions
and that resulting NDVIs are derived in a consistent manner.

Operational irrigation monitoring relies on coarse resolution sensors such as PROBA-
V. It is, therefore, important from a monitoring point of view to investigate whether this
downscaling approach leads to irrigated areas, which are comparable to those which
are monitored operationally with PROBA-V. For one, the spatial resolution of 300 m of
the downscaled Sentinel-2 data geometrically closely resembles that of VEGETATION
on PROBA-V. Nevertheless, there are differences in the spectral characteristics of the red
and NIR spectral bands, the time of overpass and, thereby, the illumination condition
and related bi-directional reflectance effects during recording and the temporal coverage
between the two sensors. To explore the influence of the different sensor systems on
irrigation mapping, the results of the 300 m Sentinel-2 irrigation maps are compared to the
results using the identical approach and NDVI time series derived from PROBA-V.
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Figure 6 shows the irrigation map derived from PROBA-V NDVI data in 2016 with the
same approach used for the Sentinel-2 series of spatial resolution data sets. The patterns
shown in Figure 6 closely resemble those in Figure 3. Table 2 shows that the mapping
results of approx. 300 m PROBA-V are very close to the results at the aggregated 300 m
Sentinel-2 results in all three regions. PROBA-V overestimates the area in all three regions
by approx. 6% in Sudan, 1.4% in China and 0.7% in the USA compared to Sentinel-2.
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Table 2. Comparison of the irrigation mapping results using PROBA-V and the degraded Sentinel-2
data at 300 m.

Satellite Spatial
Resolution Sudan USA China

PROBA-V ~300 m 2671 km2 1035 km2 2940 km2

Sentinel-2300 300 m 2599 km2 1021 km2 2908 km2

We thus conclude that our irrigation mapping method using annual NDVI courses is
transferable between Sentinel-2 and PROBA-V data. On the other hand, our analysis of
the mapping results at different spatial resolutions shows that Sentinel-2, at a resolution of
10m, is able to detect additional irrigated areas which are lost at the coarser resolution. On
the other hand, the large data volume involved would be a large obstacle for an operational
global irrigation monitoring system based on Sentinel-2. By possibly using scaling relations
that would, depending on the geographical setting, allow us to correct for the lost irrigated
area in the coarse resolution operational irrigation monitoring system, the use of 10m-
resolution Sentinel-2 data would largely enhance the monitoring result. Here, we propose
a framework which would allow global PROBA-V irrigation monitoring to profit from
sample Sentinel-2 irrigation mapping by allying appropriate scaling relations.

3.3. Scaling Relation between Lost Irrigated Area and the Landscape Shape Index

In Section 2.2, we hypothesized a relationship between the Landscape Shape Index
and the negative areal change of the irrigation mapping with spatial resolution. When
applying the LSI to the 36 sub-tiles in each of the three selected Sentinel-2 tiles, the re-
sults in Figure 7 show a strong linear relationship between the LSI and the negative
change of the mapped irrigation area at 300 m compared to at 10 m (Sudan: r = −0.92,
USA: r = −0.95, China: r = −0.96). Figure 7 shows the result in the three regions and the
different characterization of the areal change and the LSI.
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Figure 7. Loss of the mapped irrigated area from 10 m to 300 m spatial resolution as a function of the
Landscape Shape Index (LSI) in the three regions: Sudan, USA and China.

At small values, the relationship in all three regions behave similarly. Higher LSI
values are observed in Sudan and changes the linear equation compared to the equations
in USA and China. This shows that the mapping result depends on the spatial formation
and arrangement and the complexity of the shape of the irrigation network. These relations
seem to be independent from the region and are based solely on the spatial arrangement
and the complexity of the shapes of the mapped irrigated area.

4. Discussion

This study represents a systematical analysis of the influence of spatial resolution
of the selected sensor on the mapped irrigated area. The study confirms the findings of
Velpuri et al. [24], in that the mapped irrigated area generally decreases when moving to
a coarser spatial resolution. The magnitude of change in the irrigated area with spatial
resolution shows a strong linear relation with the LSI in all three regions and seems to be
regionally independent.

However, many factors influence the scaling relation, with the characteristics of the
regional farming system being the most obvious. These characteristic farming systems
result in the spatial formation of the irrigated fields and were affected differently according
to their shape and their spatial arrangement in the coarser spatial resolution. While the
mapping result in China stayed constant, the analyzed regions in Sudan and USA showed
large discrepancies in the mapped irrigated area at different spatial resolutions. This implies
a high complexity of the irrigation patterns which affect the spectral upscaling to a coarser
resolution, while the irrigated area in China is ordered mainly in irrigation agglomerations
with a low complexity in shape. That means the determination of irrigated areas in regions
of small and scattered fields is more affected when moving to coarser resolutions than in
regions of larger, connected fields in areas which are completely used for agriculture. As
soon as single fields are embedded in a non-irrigated surrounding of fallow fields or barren
land, the identified irrigated area is highly sensitive to a decrease in resolutions.

The upscaling of the spectral information smooths the NDVI signal and influences
the mapping method. This leads to a significant change of the average NDVI in case of a
high NDVI variation at the underlying resolution. High NDVI variations are caused by
different growth phase or by a mix of different land uses at one 300 m-resolution pixel. This
effect is shown in the example of Sudan, where the landscape is characterized by a mix of
small fields, meadows and settlements interrupted by streets and fallow land. At coarser
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resolutions (>100 m), this leads to high variations in the NDVI within one coarse resolution
pixel and, thereby, influences the mapping result (Figures 3 and 5).

The largest absolute changes in identified irrigated area with decreasing spatial res-
olutions were found in the USA. The differences may have several reasons: The annual
precipitation in the region is 329 mm/a, which is the highest of the three compared re-
gions. For rain-fed agricultural systems, this precipitation amount is very low, causing
supplemental irrigation systems to be widely used in this area. Precipitation events might
occur very locally and in summer as heavy thunderstorms, which have comparable effects
to technical irrigation. The high-resolution images show small water ponds and water
channels used for storage and transportation of water from wells or water bodies to the
irrigated fields. The greening effect around the water storage and transportation bodies are
part of the high-resolution images but are too small to be resolved in the coarser resolution
images. Decreasing the resolution, therefore, affects the recognition of the areas around
the water bodies and results in a smaller irrigated area. The most decisive reason is the
structure and the complexity of shape of the agricultural fields in this area. The irrigated
fields in the north of the scene are distributed spatially, separated by barren land, pastures
or unmanaged land. This leads to low NDVI values at the coarser resolutions, which reduce
the identified irrigated area. However, the NDVI is limited regarding the fast saturation
in case of active vegetation and does not provide details about biomass or LAI [41]. The
example in the USA shows the difficulties of greening along water-channels or the greening
after small-scale precipitation events, which leads to higher NDVI-values and influences the
irrigation mapping method. In contrast to the results in the USA and Sudan, the mapping
results in China are very similar at all spatial resolutions. Large-scaled fields of similar sizes
and a small share of fallow fields characterize the two large agricultural areas of the scene.
They indicate that the farming system follows a central management scheme resulting in a
low complexity of the shape of the fields. The regular pattern of the fields, the absence of
fallow fields and the large size of the fields in combination result in constant NDVI values
across the different spatial resolutions and, hence, scale-independent mapping results.

Besides the different behavior regarding the mapping result at a coarser spatial res-
olution in China compared to Sudan and the USA, the relation of the negative changes
of mapped irrigated area and the LSI behaves in all three regions constantly. This means
the negative areal change of irrigated area with resolution is explained by the LSI and
shows that landscape metrics can also be used outside of the analysis of natural ecosys-
tems in man-made patterns. The relations between negative areal change and LSI can be
used as information about the considered region regarding an expected loss of mapped
irrigated area at a coarser resolution derived by wide-swath medium-resolution satellites.
A transferability is possible, since the study showed that the downscaled Sentinel-2 and
original PROBA-V NDVI time series of the same spatial resolution and the same time period
were practically identical despite the differences in sensor characteristics, measurement
and sun angle. This demonstrates the stability of the overall approach and allows to link
Sentinel-2- and PROBA-V-derived irrigation maps. The scaling relation builds a bridge
between the medium-resolution sensors such as PROBA-V or the new Sentinel-3 mission
and high-resolution sensors such as Sentinel-2.

The presented results identify three main driving forces on the extent of the irrigated
area: (a) the spatial resolution, (b) the spatial distribution of the irrigated fields in the
analyzed area and (c) the complexity of the shape of the connected irrigated fields. Changes
in the spatial resolution influence the mapping results differently depending on the spatial
distribution and the complexity of the shape of the irrigated fields in the analyzed area.
Thus, the influence of the spatial resolution on the mapping results differs from landscape
to landscape. The trend towards spatially and temporally high-resolution satellite data and
high-performance computing offers opportunities to rethink existing methods of irrigation
mapping considering local conditions such as the spatial distribution of fields and combine
crop growth model results with derived information about the development of biomass
and plant conditions.
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5. Conclusions

Overall, it can be concluded that the mapping of irrigated area using an NDVI thresh-
old approach highly depends on both the spatial distribution of irrigated fields and the
spatial resolution of the observing sensor. The study demonstrates the potential of Sentinel-
2 to open a new chapter of irrigation mapping by providing high-spatial-resolution NDVI
time series with a temporal resolution of up to 2.5 days and can be applied as a transition
from the historical irrigation mapping with wide-swath medium-resolution sensors such
as VEGETATION, MODIS and AVHRR to an irrigation monitoring at a high temporal and
spatial resolution. Further, the use of the landscape metrics shows the potential to estimate
an expected accuracy of irrigation mapping derived by wide-swath medium-resolution
satellites such as Sentinel-3. Landscape metrics can identify regions characterized by a high
expected loss in irrigation mapping with coarser resolution. The information about the
influence of spatial scale on irrigation mapping will increase the accuracy of the estimation
of the actual amount of water that is withdrawn from the regional water resources and
diverted regionally into the atmosphere by irrigation.

The next step should be the development of an automatically updated irrigation
monitoring system which supplies the users up-to-date information about the state of
irrigation in terms of location, area and type. Irrigation monitoring as input information in
spatially distributed crop growth models will improve the model results regarding water
flows. The comparison of the model results with time series of multispectral remote sensing
observations, which document the development of the irrigated crops from seeding to
harvest, will allow the traceability of irrigation management such as the used irrigation
water by the crops, irrigation water loss through interception or soil evaporation and
overall water use efficiency. A remote-sensing-based monitoring system of the described
kind is the prerequisite for the improvement of irrigation management towards a less
wasteful use of the precious water resources by the farmers and can be a strong instrument
in negotiations regarding upstream–downstream water conflicts in large watersheds.
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