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Abstract: Accurate and rapid monitoring of maize seedling growth is critical in early breeding
decision making, field management, and yield improvement. However, the number and uniformity
of seedlings are conventionally determined by manual evaluation, which is inefficient and unreli-
able. In this study, we proposed an automatic assessment method of maize seedling growth using
unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) RGB imagery. Firstly, high-resolution images of maize at the early
and late seedling stages (before and after the third leaf) were acquired using the UAV RGB system.
Secondly, the maize seedling center detection index (MCDI) was constructed, resulting in a significant
enhancement of the color contrast between young and old leaves, facilitating the segmentation of
maize seedling centers. Furthermore, the weed noise was removed by morphological processing
and a dual-threshold method. Then, maize seedlings were extracted using the connected component
labeling algorithm. Finally, the emergence rate, canopy coverage, and seedling uniformity in the field
at the seedling stage were calculated and analyzed in combination with the number of seedlings.
The results revealed that our approach showed good performance for maize seedling count with an
average R? greater than 0.99 and an accuracy of F1 greater than 98.5%. The estimation accuracies
at the third leaf stage (V3) for the mean emergence rate and the mean seedling uniformity were
66.98% and 15.89%, respectively. The estimation accuracies at the sixth leaf stage (V6) for the mean
seedling canopy coverage and the mean seedling uniformity were 32.21% and 8.20%, respectively.
Our approach provided the automatic monitoring of maize growth per plot during early growth
stages and demonstrated promising performance for precision agriculture in seedling management.

Keywords: precision agriculture; seedling management; UAV RGB system; maize seedling growth;
plant detection; emergence rate; uniformity

1. Introduction

Precision agriculture is an approach that provides crop growth monitoring with rapid
acquisition and quantitative analysis of crop location and growth rate under real conditions
in fields [1,2]. With current rates of population growth and ongoing climate change,
improvements in crop yields through advanced developments in precision agriculture are
crucial [3]. Maize is the largest crop grown globally, with a total planting area of 197 million
hectares and a total yield of 1.15 billion tons [4]. The maize seedling stage is the critical
period to determine high-yield corn, and a strong and neat seedling is the basis of the
field harvest.

In seedling management, the quantitative assessment of the number and uniformity
of seedlings plays a pivotal role in achieving consistent maize growth monitoring [5,6]. The
traditional method for evaluating maize seedling conditions relies on field sampling and
manual estimation by plant protection personnel. This approach is inherently subjective,
demanding extensive time and labor resources, and yielding low accuracy, which hinders
current agricultural requirements. With the rapid development of precision agriculture, the
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accurate and fast acquisition of crop information across large areas has become essential
for precision farmland management. It has drawn considerable attention in the field of
modern agricultural research [7,8].

Several researchers have carried out studies to promptly monitor and quantify crop
emergence, such as plant counting [5,9], emergence rate [7,10,11], canopy coverage [12-14],
and crop growth uniformity [7,15]. The number of crops reflects the emergence rate and is
the primary prerequisite for measuring crop yield [16]. The maize sowing is influenced
by fluctuations in the external environment, seeder performance, and seed quality across
different plots. This has impacts on the planting density of maize, thus leading to reduced
maize yields. In addition to the directly quantifiable number of seedlings per plot, crop
emergence also involves seedling uniformity, which cannot be measured manually [5].
The uniformity of crop emergence can be characterized by the coefficient of variation of
the emergence rate. The uniformity represents more accurately the distribution of crop
seedlings in a plot than an average condition [17] and is crucial to maximizing yield [18].

Significant efforts have been dedicated to the research of accurate crop plant detection
and counting [19-23]. The use of low-altitude UAV remote sensing platforms in obtaining
field information offers the advantages of diversification and flexible activation [8,24-26].
Shuai et al. [27] used UAV maize images to compare the variation in plant spacing in-
tervals and extracted the number of maize seedlings with an accuracy greater than 95%.
Yu et al. [28] combined the hue intensity (HI) lookup table and affinity propagation (AP)
clustering algorithm to develop a novel crop segmentation algorithm and attained an
accuracy of 96.68% for plant detection. However, these methods were only applicable to
cases where seedlings are not overlapped with little canopy coverage. All the aforemen-
tioned extraction algorithms have achieved high accuracy in detecting maize plants, but
are limited to those at maize growth stages V1 (the first leaf) to V3 (the third leaf). The
first leaf is fully unfolded, that is, the emergence of corn. The third leaf is fully unfolded,
while the growing point of the corn is still underground. The maize growth stages V1 to V3
represent the leaf growth conditions during the early seedling stages and can indicate the
survival of the maize seedling.

During the late stages of seedling emergence, challenges in plant counting arise due to
factors such as increased random leaf direction and leaf overlap among maize seedlings
in the field. Bai et al. [29] devised a plant counting method based on a peak detection
algorithm capable of rapidly and accurately determining maize plant numbers at the V3 (the
third leaf) stage. Zhou et al. [30] used a threshold segmentation method to separate maize
seedlings from the soil background and adopted the Harris corner extraction algorithm to
identify the number of maize plants. The overall detection rate was high, but the accuracy
was limited due to the difficulty of extracting a single skeleton from the image when there
is a significant overlap of leaves at the late stage of seedlings. Gnadinger et al. [31] utilized
the morphological and spectral characteristics of crops to develop a decorrelation stretch
contrast method. The method enhances the color contrast between old and young leaves
and effectively counted maize seedlings at the V5 (the fifth leaf) stage. However, after the
V5 stage, the precision loss resulting from leaf overlap remains a challenge in maize plant
counting. Further advancements are required to accurately extract maize seedling plants
with uneven planting and overlapping leaves.

Furthermore, other critical characteristics such as emergence rate, canopy coverage,
and emergence uniformity are primary indicators for obtaining seedling conditions and
measuring crop growth. The scientific and quantitative characterization of seedling condi-
tions is instrumental in understanding the growth dynamics of crop seedlings and serves
as a reference for the timely and accurate adjustment of relevant field management mea-
sures. It ensures the quality and quantity of crop production. Lin et al. [32] conducted
peanut seedling counting using UAV videos and effectively monitored the emergence
rate of peanuts. Jin et al. [33] proposed a method for estimating wheat emergence rate
based on UAV high-resolution images and conducted a phenotype analysis under field
conditions using this method. Zhou et al. [34] presented an image segmentation method
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leveraging machine learning techniques to accurately extract maize canopy coverage at the
field scale. Feng et al. [7] counted the number of cotton seedlings using UAV hyperspectral
images, and acquired information regarding cotton emergence rate, canopy coverage, and
cotton growth uniformity. The characteristics extracted at the seedling stage were used
for quantitative assessment of cotton seedling conditions. Despite the early start of related
research efforts, practical methods for obtaining maize seedling conditions and related
growth assessment models have yet to be systematically and deeply investigated. As
established above, automatic monitoring methods are needed for the rapid and accurate
acquisition of maize seedling conditions.

This study proposes a novel approach for maize seedling detection and counting based
on UAV RGB imagery. The UAV RGB system was used to collect high-resolution maize
seedling images. By leveraging the spectral differences between old and young leaves, a
maize seedling center detection index (MCDI) was constructed to identify maize seedling
centers. Image automatic processing technology was used for segmentation and extraction,
thereby obtaining the number of maize seedlings. Furthermore, the growth characteristics
of emergence rate, canopy coverage, and seedling uniformity were quantitatively assessed
per plot in the field.

2. Materials and Methods

The flowchart of the proposed methodology is shown in Figure 1, which includes
four main steps. (1) Pre-processing of UAV RGB images and selection of typical test area
images for experiments. (2) Analysis of the spectral characteristics of UAV RGB images,
which involves (i) distinguishing old and young leaves, enhanced by green and blue band
calculations, (ii) constructing the maize center detection index for maize center recognition,
and (iii) applying the Otsu algorithm for maize seedling center segmentation to generate
binarized images. (3) Morphological processing for noise removal. The noise from large
weed coverage is removed using a dual-threshold method, and the number of maize
seedlings is extracted utilizing a connected component labeling algorithm. (4) Computation
of the number of maize seedlings in the study area, along with the emergence rate, canopy
coverage, and emergence uniformity of maize. The growth of maize at the seedling stage is
then analyzed.

UAV images acquisition
Image stitching and geometric correction pas=
Study area selection I

Image selection of typical test area

N )

Color vegetation indices analysis & comparison
* GBDI, ExG, ExR, NGRDI, GLI ...
* Construction of maize plant center detection index
Spectral analysis of maize leaves
* Green and blue band difference enhancement
Otsu threshold segmentation

2 /-

Noise and burr elimination
*  Morphological processing
* Dual-threshold search
* Maize seedlings count
* connected component labeling

N
JAN

Emergence rate
Canopy cover

* Seedlings uniformity
*  Growth assessment

-

Figure 1. The flowchart of the proposed methodology.



Remote Sens. 2023, 15, 3671

40f19

2.1. Study Site and Data Acquisition

Field experiments were conducted in 2021 at the National Maize Industrial Technology
System Experimental Demonstration Base, Shanxi, China (38°27'N, 112°43'E, altitude
776 m), as shown in Figure 2. The UAV image data of maize at the V3 and V6 stages were
collected on 21 May 2021 and 18 June 2021, respectively. The DJI Phantom 4 Pro was
equipped with a CMOS camera of 20 effective megapixels. The UAV flew at 25 m above
ground level, with the forward and side overlaps set as 80%, and its ground sampling
distance (GSD) was 0.94 cm. Experimental data from ROI1 to ROI4 in the study area were
selected, as shown in Figure 3, with an image size of 1030 x 725 pixels. The experimental
data include the two most representative growth stages for early seedling management,
V3 and V6. V3 is the most critical growth stage for seedling survival, and V6 is the critical
growth stage for seedling vigor monitoring.

106°0'0"E ~ 108°10'0"E  110°20'0"E  112°30'0"E  114°40'0"E
CHINA N

40°00"N

‘0'
,

37°59'0"N

Legend

9 Shanxi

B Xinzhou

® Study area

0 70 140 280
T EE—

35°4(|)'0"N

Kilometers
106°0'0"E 108°10'0"E 110°20'0"E

112°300"E

Figure 2. Geographical position of the study area.

(b)

() (d)
Figure 3. Maize images in typical test area: (a) ROI1 (V3 stage), (b) ROI2 (V3 stage), (c) ROI3 (V6
stage), (d) ROI4 (V6 stage).
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2.2. Maize Seedling Center Detection
2.2.1. Construction of Maize Seedling Center Detection Index (MCDI)

The image of a maize field is mainly composed of soil, shadow, and vegetation. The
soil is mainly yellow-brown, the shadow is mainly dark, and the vegetation (maize plants
and weeds) is mainly green. Therefore, the linear combination of red, green, and blue
color components in RGB color space can maximize the difference between crops and
soil and shadows to realize the separation of crops and background. According to the
optical principle, the absorption band of a vegetation area was located in the blue and red
bands, and the reflection peak was located in the green band. Therefore, 2¢g — r — b [35]
could effectively detect the plant area and realize the separation of maize plants from the
background. The growth morphology of seedling maize plants was characterized by dark
green leaves, tender green leaf bases, broad lance-shaped leaves, broad and long leaves,
and wavy folded leaf margins. As shown in Figure 4, the color of young leaves of maize
seedlings at the seedling stage is different from that of old leaves. Young leaves in the
center of the seedling showed light green, while old leaves at the end showed dark green.
This feature could be used to extract the center area of maize seedlings. According to
statistical analysis, the difference between young and old leaves in the visible spectrum
was mainly concentrated in the blue and green bands. The subtraction operation could
be used to increase the spectral reflectance and contrast between different ground objects
to increase the difference in spectral reflectance between young leaves and old leaves of
vegetation. As shown in Figure 4a, the area within the red circle represents the center of
the maize seedling and an adjacent intact maize leaf blade. As shown in Figure 4b,c, the
first trough represents the center of the maize seedling, where the blue component is close
to zero and significantly lower than the green component. Where the wave crest represents
the leaf pile height, i.e., the region with the strongest reflectivity. The key region of interest
extracted by our algorithm is the region from the first trough to the crest. By comparing the
difference between the blue and green bands of the leaves in the center and edge regions
of the seedlings, respectively, the blue component of the leaf tails near the edge region is
higher and shows dark green.

(b) (c)

Figure 4. Spectral analysis of maize leaves: (a) Original image, (b) leaf G-band scatter plot, (c) leaf
B-band scatter plot.

Based on the above analysis, we proposed a maize center detection index (MCDI)
based on the red, green, and blue bands of a UAV RGB image, which was defined as follows:

Mcpr = 8 b);f - b=1) (1)
r = R/255
g=G/255 @

b = B/255



Remote Sens. 2023, 15, 3671

6 of 19

where R, G, and B represent the red, green, and blue bands of the UAV RGB image, and
the value ranges from 0 to 255; r, g, and b are normalized color components with values
ranging from 0 to 1.

2.2.2. Otsu Threshold Segmentation

The traditional image segmentation algorithms mainly include edge detection, thresh-
olding, and region-based segmentation. The Otsu method [36], also known as the maximum
inter-class variance method, has the advantages of broad applicability, robust adaptability,
and simple implementation. The method always plays an important role in image segmen-
tation. According to the gray characteristics of the image, the image was divided into two
parts: background and target. A threshold was selected based on the statistical method to
make the threshold separate the target and background as much as possible. Firstly, the
pixel proportions (bounded by threshold T) wy and w; and the average gray go and g; of
the target and background were obtained, respectively. Then, the total average gray of the
image g, was calculated. Finally, the variance between classes S was calculated. The higher
the variance, the more distinguished the difference between the target and the background,
and the better the image segmentation effect. The optimal threshold was the threshold
when the variance between classes S was maximum, and the formula was as follows:

gm = Wo - go + W1 - g1 3)

S =wo(go — gm)> +wi1(g1 — gm)” )

After leveraging the spectral differences between old and young leaves based on
MCD], the Otsu algorithm was used for maize seedling center segmentation to generate
binarized images. In concrete terms, wy, w1, go, g1, and g, refer to the ratio of the maize
seedlings pixels, the ratio of the non-maize seedlings pixels, the average gray of the maize
seedlings pixels, the average gray of the non-maize seedlings pixels, and the total average
gray of the image, respectively. The variance S was obtained by using Equation (4) to
calculate the interclass variance between the gray values of the maize seedling and the
non-maize seedling pixels. The threshold was selected for maize seedling segmentation
when the interclass variance was maximum. As shown in Figure 5a, the Otsu algorithm
was applied to segment the center of the maize seedling to generate a binarized image.

(c) (d)

Figure 5. Algorithm result diagram: (a) Binarized images based on Otsu algorithm, (b) morphological

processing for noise removal, (c) weed noise elimination schematic, (d) maize seedling counting
based on connected component labeling.
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2.3. Maize Seedling Counting
2.3.1. Morphological Processing

The color of weeds in the maize fields was similar to that of maize plants. There
was a certain amount of weed noise in the binary image obtained after Otsu threshold
segmentation, which was further processed to count the number of maize seedlings. In
the paper, some minor noise was removed by morphological processing, and then a
considerable area of weed noise was removed by a dual-threshold search method.

Suitable structural elements were selected to perform erosion operations on the image
to eliminate weeds with small areas and to restore as much as possible of the eroded
maize morphological features through expansion operations. Erosion was a process of
eliminating boundary points so that the boundary shrinks inward. At the same time,
expansion was the reverse operation of erosion, which caused the boundary to expand
outward. The morphological opening operation could eliminate isolated minor points,
burrs. Morphological closing could fill holes and close small cracks, while the overall
position and shape remain unchanged. Precisely, a square structure element of 3 x 3 was
used to open image calculation to eliminate minor noise. The morphological opening
operation is shown in Equation (5). After morphological optimization, the final results of
maize seedling center detection could be obtained, as shown in Figure 5b.

Agpen = Ao B = (AGB) ® B ®)

where A is the image after threshold segmentation, B is the morphological structure element,
and A, pen is the result obtained by the morphological structure element B opening operation.
For weed noise with large areas that cannot be removed by morphological treatment, a
dual-threshold method was used to eliminate the noise, as shown in Figure 5¢c. The area and
plant distance threshold of noise points were set by calculating the distance between the
area of the connected area and the centroid points of each connected area. If Equation (6) is
satisfied, it is denoted as noise point removal. In this experiment, s was set to 50 pixel area

and d to 80 pixel value.
{ r<d ©)

Area < s

where Area is the area of the connected region, r is the distance between the centroid
points in each connected region, s is the noise point area threshold, and d is the plant
distance threshold.

2.3.2. Connected Component Labeling

The connected component labeling of the binary image refers to the process of setting
unique labels for pixels of different connected components in the image [37]. The commonly
used adjacency judgment methods mainly include 8-adjacent and 4-adjacent. Eight-adjacent
is used to compare the upper, lower, left, right, and diagonal pixels of the target pixel point
with the target pixel point to determine whether they possess the same properties. If they
are found to be the same, the target pixel point is connected to that pixel point. Similarly,
4-adjacent is utilized to compare the upper, lower, left, and right pixels of the target pixel
point with the target pixel point to ascertain whether they have the same properties. If
they are found to be the same, they are connected. The detailed steps of the connected
component labeling method in the paper were as follows. As shown in Figure 5d, the maize
seedling counting is obtained using connected component labeling.

(1) The binary image was scanned line by line from top to bottom. The line number,
starting point, and ending point of each line-connected component were recorded.

(2) The connected components were marked line by line. Whether identical components
existed as the connected components in the previous line was examined. If such
components existed, the label of the overlapping component was assigned to the
connected component. If there were overlapping components with multiple connected
components, the minimum label was assigned to these connected components. The
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connected component label of the previous line was written into the equivalent pair
and given the minimum label. If there were no overlapping components with the
connected component in the previous line, a new label was assigned to the connected
component and the scanning continues.

(3) Following the initial scan, minimum labeling of equivalence pairs was conducted.
This entails assigning the label minimum of all equivalence paired to all connected
components in equivalence pairs until there were no connected equivalence pairs.

2.4. Calculation of Emergence Rate, Canopy Coverage, and Seedling Uniformity

When testing the seedling emergence rate, the calculation was realized in units of
seeding holes, and one seedling per hole was considered as emerged. The emergence rate
of maize was calculated by the number of maize seeding holes in the image and the number
of maize seedlings extracted by the algorithm, as shown in Equation (7).

Nemergence

x 100% @)

1 :é’mt" gence
NSEEle’lg
.

where Remergence i the emergence rate of maize in the image, Nemergence i the number of
maize seedlings, and Nging is the number of seeding holes.

The separation of vegetation from the background was a prerequisite for canopy
coverage calculation. After the vegetation information was extracted, canopy coverage was
calculated in terms of the binarized image to characterize the maize growth in the area. The
canopy coverage formula was defined as follows:

N, .
Ceoner = 55— M % 100% ®)
all—pixles

where Ceoper is the coverage of maize canopy, Ny, is the sum of maize canopy pixels, and
Nai1— pixles is the sum of total image pixels.

At the seedling stage, uniformity was mainly evaluated from two aspects: emergence
rate and emergence quality. The coefficient of variation CV; was calculated based on the
standard deviation and mean of maize emergence rate to characterize seedling emergence
uniformity at the V3 stage. The coefficient of variation CV; was calculated based on the
standard deviation and mean of canopy coverage to characterize the seedling growth
uniformity at the V6 stage. The formulas of CV; and CV, are defined as follows:

Sthemer ence
CVy = ——2mrseee o 100% )
meanRE}YlngL’nCB
Std
CVy = " Cever  100% (10)
meanCCOUﬂ}’

where StdR,,,,e.c. 1S the standard deviation of the emergence rate, meang,,,,,,., is the mean
of the emergence rate, Stdc_,,, is the standard deviation of the maize canopy coverage, and
meanc,,,,. is the mean value of the canopy coverage.

2.5. Evaluation Metrics

In order to evaluate the recognition effect of maize seedling center detection index
(MCDI) on maize center of UAV remote sensing images, the extraction results of MCDI and
the most commonly used color index for seedling detection were compared and analyzed.
The formulas of each color index are shown in Table 1.
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Table 1. Common color vegetation indices based on RGB images.

Color Vegetation Indices Abbreviation Formula
Green-blue difference index [38] GBDI g—b
Excess green index [35,39] ExG 2¢9—r—">
Excess red index [40] ExR 14r —g
Excess green minus excess red
index [40] ExG — ExR 3g—24r—D
Normalized green minus red
difference index [41] NGRDI (&=r/(g+7)
Green leaf index [42] GLI (2¢—r—b)/(2¢g+7r+Db)
YCrCb-green difference index [43] Cg 0.4g —0.3r — 0.1

Note: 7, g, and b are normalized red, green, and blue color components with values ranging from 0 to 1.

The performance of the maize seedling counting method was quantitatively evaluated
by using True Positive (TP), False Negative (FN), False Positive (FP), the recall rate (R), the
precision rate (P), the overall accuracy (OA), the commission error (CE), the omission error
(OE), and the F1-score (F1), as shown in Equations (11)—(16), respectively. The F1-score
takes into account the accurate detection as well as the missed detection. The F1-score has
a range of 0 to 1, with higher values representing higher detection accuracy.

TP

R = 5 * 100% (11)

P= %fﬂ) % 100% (12)

OA =757 17:11311?1\3]+ FN < 100% (13)
CE = %—I:FP % 100% (14)

OE = :rPP+7NPN % 100% (15)
F1=2x Iiii x 100% (16)

where TP is the number of detected maize seedlings that are real maize seedlings, FN is
the number of real maize seedlings missed out from the detection, and FP is the number of
maize seedlings incorrectly detected as maize seedlings.

3. Results
3.1. Detection of Maize Seedlings

As described in Section 2.2, the maize center detection index (MCDI) was used to
enhance the spectral differences between older and younger leaves, and then the Otsu
algorithm was used for seedling center segmentation. The images of ROI1 to ROI4 in the
study area were selected to detect the maize seedlings, which included two plant densities,
as shown in Figure 3. Maize seedlings show weak color characteristics at the V3 stage and
ambiguous color characteristics due to leaf overlapping at the V6 stage. The algorithm needs
to make a compromise between the weak characteristics and the ambiguous characteristics
at the early and late seedling stages (before and after the third leaf). The results of Otsu
threshold segmentation based on images (ROI1, ROI2, ROI3, ROI4) of GBDI, ExG, ExR,
ExG — ExR, NGRDI, GLI, Cg, and MCDI are shown in Figures 6-9, respectively.
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stage): (a) GBDI, (b) ExG, (c) ExR, (d) ExG — ExR, (e) NGRD], (f) GLI, (g) Cg, (h) MCDIL

As shown in Figures 6a,g and 7a,g, the seedling detection based on GBDI and Cg
shows large patches and poor segmentation results. As shown in Figures 6d,e and 7d,e, the
maize seedlings are barely extracted. There was unstable extraction of the ExG component,
as shown in Figures 6b and 7b. As shown in Figures 6¢,f and 7c,f, the interference from
noise is obvious. As shown in Figures 8a—f and 9a—f, the extracted results were still with
the sticking of maize seedling leaves. The maize seedlings could not be extracted, as shown
in Figures 8c,g and 9¢,g. As shown in Figures 6h, 7h, 8h and 9h, the MCDI component can
effectively extract the maize seedling center, and the results are significantly better than the
other experimental results.

3.2. Quantitative Analysis of Seedling Counting Algorithm

The number and accuracy of maize seedlings extracted from the above four typical
test areas are shown in Tables 2 and 3, respectively. The comparison of the overall accuracy,
the commission error, and the omission error is shown in Figure 10.

Table 2. Extraction results of maize seedling number in test areas.

Number of Number of
Seedling Stage Test Area Num.ber (.)f R?al Detected Incorrectly Number o.f Missed
Seedlings in Field . Detected Seedlings
Seedlings .
Seedlings
V3 stage ROI1 221 218 0 3
8 ROI2 187 186 0 1
V6 stage ROI3 215 213 2 4
8 ROI4 173 170 1 4
Table 3. Extraction accuracy of maize seedling number in test areas.
Seedling Stage Test Area R (%) P (%) OA (%) CE (%) OE (%) F1 (%)
ROI1 98.64 100.00 98.64 0.00 1.36 99.32
V3 stage
ROI2 99.47 100.00 99.47 0.00 0.53 99.73
V6 stage ROI3 98.14 99.06 99.07 0.94 1.86 98.60
& ROI4 97.69 99.41 98.27 0.59 2.31 98.54
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Figure 10. Histogram of extraction accuracy of maize seedling number.

In order to further evaluate the algorithm performance, 30 sampling plots were se-
lected from the experimental field and counted. The planting density of 1-5 plots was
82,500 plants/ha (which corresponds to a plant density of 8 plants/m?). The planting
density of 6-10 plots was 105,000 plants/ha (which corresponds to a plant density of
10 plants/m?). The statistics of the number of seedlings extracted from the 30 sampling
plots based on the proposed algorithm are shown in Figure 11. The number of real and
detected seedlings is compared and analyzed, as shown in Figure 12. The overall accuracy
of seedling number extraction by the proposed algorithm at the V3 and V6 stages of maize
is compared and analyzed, as shown in Figure 13.

3.3. Evaluation of Seedling Growth

The characteristics extracted at the seedling stage were used for the quantitative as-
sessment of maize seedling conditions. Emergence rate, canopy coverage, and seedling
uniformity were calculated per plot to monitor maize growth automatically. The calcula-
tions of the emergence rate and seedling uniformity of the 30 sampling plots are shown in
Tables 4 and 5.

Table 4. Calculations of emergence rate and seedling uniformity in the sampling plots.

Seedling Stage Characteristics 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

50.30  80.06 84.23 6220  80.95 7714 4667 6714 5952 6547
Emergence Rate 50.00  86.31 72.32 7470  69.05 81.19 6214 5833 6238  52.38
68.45  88.10 7857 6726 6964 7167 5095 6143 52.62  58.33

V3 Mean of 15 plots 72.14 61.82
Mean of all plots 66.98
CV1 of 15 plots 16.19 15.59
Mean CVq of all 15.89

49.10 7887 83.04 59.82  80.05 7571 4571 67.86  57.86  63.81
Emergence Rate 48.81 85.11 73.51 73.51 68.15 82.14 6143 5833 6095 5238
69.34  86.01 7589 6637  68.15 7095 5024 6190 5190 56.43

V6 Mean of 15 plots 71.05 61.17
Mean of all plots 66.11
CV; of 15 plots 16.34 16.13

Mean CV of all 16.23
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Table 5. Calculations of canopy cover and seedling uniformity in the sampling plots.

Seedling Stage Characteristics 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
2.07 2.44 2.35 1.95 2.50 2.70 2.40 2.58 2.10 2.55
Canopy Cover 1.66 2.52 247 2.34 2.26 2.75 2.56 2.12 2.35 2.01
1.97 2.29 2.10 2.13 223 2.60 224 2.44 2.05 1.98
V3 Mean of 15 plots 2.22 2.36
Mean of all plots 2.29
CVy of 15 plots 10.85 11.09
Mean CVq of all 10.97
2750  30.68  34.82 31.78 3458 3584 3412 3441 3594 3523
Canopy Cover 2551 3216 3347 3235 3164 3367 3233 3285 359 3521
3214 3411 3243 29.67 2948 3124 2774 2929 2938 3081
V6 Mean of 15 plots 31.49 32.93
Mean of all plots 32.21
CVy of 15 plots 8.22 8.18
Mean CV; of all 8.20
R: Number of real plants C: Number of counted plants E: Error value
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
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Figure 11. Accuracy statistics of sampling plots at different seedling stages: (a) V3 stage, (b) V6 stage.
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Figure 13. Comparative analysis of overall accuracy of sampling plots at different seedling stages.

4. Discussion

Maize seedlings show smaller morphology and weaker color characteristics at THE
V3 stage, as shown in Figures 6 and 7. GBDI and Cg components were easily disturbed by
the intensity of soil pixels and appeared as large patches, resulting in poor segmentation.
The ExG-ExR and NGRDI components have limited ability to enhance vegetation pixels,
thereby preventing vegetation extraction. The extraction effect of the ExG component is
unstable. Comparably, ExR, GLI, and MCDI components can separate vegetation from
the soil. However, the segmentation results of ExR and GLI components are still prone to
noise, such as soil pixels. Therefore, the MCDI component exhibits a greater advantage in
identifying maize seedlings during the seedling stage.

As shown in Figures 8 and 9, maize seedlings have more extensive morphology
and severe leaf overlapping at the V6 stage. GBDI component significantly enhances
the intensity of vegetation and soil pixels, while there is a significant difference between
shadows and vegetation. This leads to the results after Otsu threshold segmentation being
severely disturbed by shadows. ExG and ExG-ExR components could effectively enhance
vegetation. The application of the Otsu threshold segmentation algorithm adequately
preserves the morphology of maize seedlings. However, the extensive overlapping of
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maize leaves leads to significant adhesion. ExR and Cg components stretch the shadows
and the vegetation to the same pixel intensity, making vegetation extraction impossible.
From the segmentation results, maize seedling center pixels can be recognized by NGRDI
and GLI components, but there is still leaf overlapping leading to plant adhesion, and there
is more noise present, such as bumps and burrs. The MCDI component can effectively
extract the tender green maize seedling center. The end dark green leaves can be accurately
filtered out in the Otsu threshold segmentation, and soil and shadow pixel doping are
almost absent. Consequently, the segmentation accuracy is improved. Based on the above
analysis, the MCDI component segmentation has fewer impurities and a more complete
extraction of the maize seedling center, because it mitigates the interference in counting
caused by the overlap of maize leaves. Therefore, the proposed MCDI component can
effectively detect maize seedlings at the early or late seedling stages, which is helpful in
improving the extraction accuracy.

Moreover, the study results have shown that the algorithm has a higher estimation
accuracy. The average overall accuracy and the average F1 score of the seedling counting
algorithm are 99.06% and 99.53%. There are zero plant misidentifications and a few
missed identifications. The average overall accuracy of the proposed method is 98.67%,
and the average F1 score is 98.57%, with an increased number of plants missed and
misidentifications compared to the evaluation of maize seedlings at the V3 stage. The
causes of the errors are shown in Figure 14, which can be attributed to two main factors.
One of the causes is the presence of weak seedlings, as indicated by the red oval marks in
Figure 14a, which can be easily overlooked because of the small size of the seedlings and
the extremely weak color characteristics. The other factor is the presence of maize seedling
center obscured by leaves of neighboring plants in the late emergence stage, as marked by
red rectangles in Figure 14b, which can easily lead to misidentification. From Figure 10,
it can be observed that the extraction accuracy of seedling number at the maize seedling
stage is above 98%, and the error is controlled below 3%, indicating reliable accuracy.

Figure 14. Error analysis: (a) Omission error, (b) commission error.

As shown in Figure 11, it achieved a high accuracy of plant extraction in all sampling
plots. In cases where the planting density of the sampling plots varied, the proposed
automatic extraction results achieved high accuracy, with a statistical error ranging from
0.4% to 2.7%. The linear regression analysis was performed to compare the number of
plants extracted by the proposed method and the number of plants visually inspected by
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hand. As shown in Figure 12, the coefficients of determination R? between the automati-
cally and manually segmented maize seedlings are all higher than 0.99. This demonstrates
the high accuracy and reliability of the seedling counting method. As shown in Figure 13,
when comparing the overall accuracy of the sampling plots with different planting densi-
ties, the accuracy of seedling extraction in the sampling plots with a planting density of
105,000 plants/ha is slightly lower than that in the sampling plots with a planting density
of 82,500 plants/ha. At the same time, the extraction accuracy of seedlings at the V6 stage
is slightly lower than that of the seedlings at the V3 stage due to the overlapping of leaves.
The proposed method can effectively extract the number of maize seedlings with low error,
strong universality, and robustness.

The maize seedling emergence rate, canopy coverage, and coefficient of variation of
the 30 sampling plots were calculated to provide a comprehensive monitoring of the maize
seedling condition in the study area. As shown in Table 4, the average emergence rate of
maize at the V3 stage in the 30 sampling plots is 66.98% with a coefficient of variation CV
of 15.89%. The average maize emergence rate is 72.14% with CV; of 16.19% for the density
of 82,500 plants/ha and 61.82% with CV; of 15.59% for the density of 105,000 plants/ha.
The maize emergence rate in the 30 sampling plots is 66.11% at the V6 stage with a
coefficient of variation CV of 16.23%. The average emergence rate is 71.05% with a CV of
16.34% for the density of 82,500 plants/ha and 61.17% with a CV of 16.13% for the density
of 105,000 plants/ha. As shown in Table 5, the maize canopy coverage at the V3 stage in
the 30 sampling plots is 2.29% with a coefficient of variation CV; of 10.97%. The average
maize canopy coverage is 2.22% with CV; of 10.85% for the density of 82,500 plants/ha
and 2.36% with CV;, of 11.09% for the density of 105,000 plants/ha. The average canopy
coverage at the V6 stage in the 30 sampling plots is 32.21% with a coefficient of variation CV,
of 8.20%. The average maize canopy coverage is 31.49% with a CV of 8.22% for the density
of 82,500 plants/ha and 32.93% with a CV, of 8.18% for the density of 105,000 plants/ha.

The heatmap of maize emergence based on the estimation results of the proposed
method at the V3 stage planted at a density of 82,500 plants/ha was generated to visually
represent the maize emergence situation, as shown in Figure 15a. At the same time, the
distribution of maize canopy coverage was plotted to visualize the seedling condition,
utilizing the average coverage of maize canopy at the V6 stage in the respective plots,
as shown in Figure 15b. Based on the above analysis, it can be determined that maize
emergence in the study area is inadequate, and the uniformity and neatness of growth are
slightly poor.
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Figure 15. Spatial distribution of emergence rate and canopy coverage for maize: (a) emergence rate,
(b) canopy coverage.
5. Conclusions

In this study, we proposed an automatic monitoring method of maize seedling growth
based on UAV RGB imagery, which realized accurate maize seedling counting and rapid
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monitoring of seedling conditions in the field. The approach offers technical support for
precision agriculture in seedling management. A comparative analysis of the seedling ex-
traction results of the 30 sampling plots at the early and late growth stages for two different
planting densities led to the following conclusions.

(1) The maize seedling center detection index (MCDI) was constructed to significantly
separate the maize seedling center from the background, allowing for accurate identi-
fication and extraction of the maize seedling center.

(2) The proposed seedling counting method has effectively solved the problem of leaf
adhesion affecting seedling extraction due to the severe leaf cross phenomenon at the
late seedling stage. The applicability and robustness of the maize seedling monitoring
algorithm have significantly improved.

(3) Based on the quantitative evaluation of maize seedling number, emergence rate,
canopy coverage, and uniformity, the overall growth of maize at the seedling stage is
effectively monitored. It provides data support for timely and accurate information
acquisition for crop precision management. It is helpful to take timely and favorable
measures to ensure sufficient, complete, and vigorous seedlings to achieve high yields.
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Abbreviations

UAV unmanned aerial vehicle

V(n) stage nth leaf stage

MCDI maize seedling center detection index
GBDI green-blue difference index

ExG excess green index

ExR excess red index

NGRDI normalized green minus red difference index
GLI green leaf index

Cg YCrCb-green difference index

R recall rate

P precision rate

OA overall accuracy

CE commission error

OE omission error

F1 Fl-score
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