Sky scouting
Optimise your yield
What is Sky scouting?
Sky scouting is the collective term given to the remote sensing of crops. Although a
number of sensing options exist, in practice it’s mainly NDVI mapping that is used. NDVI stands
for Normalised Difference Vegetation Index and by measuring the reflectance of infrared light on
crops, it measures the amount of clorophyl present in a specific spot, and thereby the biomass that
can be found in this area.

How does it help me?
By determining the biomass present in a field, you can see what the intrafield variability is and
therefore if certain zones of a field need a different treatment than other zones. The easiest way to
do this is by dividing a field up in to zones according to the NDVI readings, and then groundtruth
them to determine what is causing the NDVI to be different in these
zones. It can mean for example that a certain part of the field is
getting hit by insects, that a specific zone needs more fertiliser, or
that not every part of the field needs the exact same rate of
growth regulator.
When the zones and the reason why they return a different
NDVI reading have been established, you have to decide which
rates of fertiliser, growth regulator or other chemicals have to be
applied per zone. With these rates, your CGS agronomist will create
a variable rate script to suit your specific equipment and monitor
type.
Most machinery currently in use on Australian farms is already able
to work with variable rate scripts; those that are not are usually
easily adapted for a reasonable expense in relation to the savings or yield increases that can be
achieved. Utilising variable rate applications in your farming practices can also form part of your
considerations when purchasing equipment; it often pays to be ready for future opportunities
when making large capital investments, instead of having to spend more money later to upgrade
this machinery.
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Other uses of Sky scouting
Whilst variable rate application of inputs might be the most commonly utilised function of NDVI
imagery, there are other uses for the same imagery as well that might end up providing you with
just as much potential to increase your bottom line. When analysing yield data for example, overlaying this data with NDVI images from throughout the season can often provide a very useful
overview of how you managed your crop and where you might be able to improve in future.
NDVI data can also be used to increase the efficacy of crop scouting operations; NDVI indicates the
amount of biomass present in every part of the field and therefore can show where an issue might
be present. By letting the in-field NDVI differences guide your crop scouting locations, you can
change your strategy from randomised sampling to strategic investigations.

How to capture NDVI imagery
Potentially any kind of equipment can capture NDVI imagery, from cameras on a tractor / boomsprayer to a drone, airplane or satellite. For practical reasons, satellite imagery tends to be the
best way to capture the imagery.
Drone imagery is very labour intensive and the image creates, due to its high resolution, a large
file that makes it difficult to utilise for cloud-based services. For broadacre purposes, a very high
resolution image is not necessery to begin with. Application equipment cannot apply variable
rate script with centimetre precision, so there is also no need to create NDVI imagery with this
resolution.
Planes can be fitted with an NDVI camera to capture imagery, usually at two or three metre
resolution, but are relatively expensive (like drones) per hectare. Another issue with imagery
from a plane, just like drones, is that imagery captured this way is not atmosphere corrected.
What this means is that the actual NDVI measured can change depending on the amount of sunlight available, humidity etc. So this imagery lets you compare in-field variability, but you cannot
always compare multiple shots throughout the season to generate a seasonal overview of the
plant growth.
Satellites are the dominant source of NDVI imagery due to their cost effectiveness, image resolutions that are ideal for equipment used in broadacre cropping and the ability to get imagery
atmosphere corrected. Satellite imagery is also a lot more cost effective than the other methods,
with seasonal packages and images at 10 day intervals available for as little as $2 + GST per
hectare. There is a variety of different satellites available with different resolutions, prices, revisit
times etc. If you want to know more, just ask your local CGS representative.
When implementing Precision Ag on your farm, make sure you aim for the best;
speak to Cotton Growers Services.
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