ﬁ\ﬁ agriculture

Technical Note

A Deep Learning-Based Model to Reduce Costs and Increase
Productivity in the Case of Small Datasets: A Case Study in
Cotton Cultivation

Mohammad Amin Amani

check for
updates

Citation: Amani, M.A.; Marinello, F.
A Deep Learning-Based Model to
Reduce Costs and Increase
Productivity in the Case of Small
Datasets: A Case Study in Cotton
Cultivation. Agriculture 2022, 12, 267.
https://doi.org/10.3390/agriculture
12020267

Received: 9 December 2021
Accepted: 10 February 2022
Published: 14 February 2022

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral
with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2022 by the authors.
Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.
This article is an open access article
distributed under the terms and
conditions of the Creative Commons
Attribution (CC BY) license (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses /by /
4.0/).

1,%

and Francesco Marinello 2

School of Industrial and Systems Engineering, College of Engineering, University of Tehran,

Tehran 1417614411, Iran

Department of Land, Environment, Agriculture and Forestry, University of Padova, 35020 Legnaro, Italy;
francesco.marinello@unipd.it

*  Correspondence: amin.amani@ut.ac.ir

Abstract: In this paper, a deep-learning model is proposed as a viable approach to optimize the
information on soil parameters and agricultural variables’ effect in cotton cultivation, even in the case
of small datasets. In this study, soil is analyzed to reduce the planting costs by determining the various
combinations of soil components and nutrients’ precise amounts. Such factors are essential for cotton
cultivation, since their amounts are often not precisely defined, and especially traditional farming
methods are characterized by excessive distribution volumes producing significant economic and
environmental impact. Not only can artificial intelligence decrease the charges, but it also increases
productivity and profits. For this purpose, a deep learning algorithm was selected among other
machine learning algorithms by comparison based on the accuracy metric to build the predictive
model. This model gets the combination of the factors amounts as input and predicts whether the
cotton growth will be successful or not. The predictive model was built by this algorithm based on
13 physical and chemical factors has 98.8% accuracy.

Keywords: deep neural network; machine learning; soil; cotton cultivation

1. Introduction

Machine learning (ML) is a technique widely implemented for finding patterns and
linear and non-linear relationships between different variables. From the statistic point
of view, a model is counted as linear if the model’s parameters are linear [1]. ML has
various subcategories such as Classification, Regression, or Clustering, which can be
utilized in order to analyze and to help make decisions [2]. Machine learning is gaining an
increasing interest in agriculture, where complex relationships often have to be investigated
to solve complex agri-engineering problems [3]. On the other hand, agricultural practices
suffer from the availability of a reduced amount of data and information on the many
relevant parameters. Among others, soil organic matter (SOM) and pH are critical factors
regarding the degradation that might occur due to unsuitable management practices [4].
For preventing such occurrence and to predict the accuracy of prediction in terms of SOM,
Yang et al. [5] employed four different machine learning approaches, namely: partial
least squares regression (PLSR), least squares-support vector machines (LS-SVM), extreme
learning machines (ELM), and cubist regression model (Cubist). Ashapure et al. [6] took
advantage of the Machine learning method to estimate the yield of planted crops. Three
features were utilized for the scope: multi-temporal features, non-temporal features, and
irrigation status. The machine learning algorithm was based on an artificial neural network
(ANN), and two other algorithms named support vector regression (SVR) and random
forest regression (RFR) were employed and compared with ANN: ultimately the ANN
model outperformed the other ones. Osco et al. [7] utilized ML algorithms applied to maize
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images in order to build a regression model, which can help increase corn productivity by
estimating the nitrogen and plant height. Parent et al. [8] used machine learning to make
decisions, which can help crop fertilization and soil conservation methods.

As mentioned, many factors are influential in agriculture and especially in cotton
planting, which is used as a case study in this paper. Therefore, knowing the impact of
different factors on crop yields and the actual value of each factor is of importance in
order to optimize field production. As highlighted by literature, one of the state-of-the-art
methods to achieve such a goal is through the adoption of machine learning algorithms [9].
Papageorgiou et al. [10] utilized the machine learning algorithm as a decision support
system in order to predict the crop yield and improve crop management. Schuster et al. [11]
was aimed at finding the best suited area for cotton cultivation, and for this goal, applied
k-means machine learning as a functional method to identify and choose the management
zones. In the reported research, two sets of attributes were utilized (crop yield and field
slope and conductivity), and the application of the ML algorithm allowed identification
of the optimal zones for cotton growth. Hong et al. [12] examined 257 soil samples in
order to determine which elements in the soil can directly correlate to the organic matter
in rice and cotton cultivations. In order to enhance the accuracy of the information, he
applied extreme learning machine (ELM), which is a feedforward neural network where
the parameters of hidden nodes do not need to be adjusted, and support vector machine
(SVM) were applied, wavebands were utilized as input. Consequently, both algorithms
could measure the organic matter, although the former was more accurate than the latter.

1.1. Cotton

Cotton is known as the most valuable non-food crop. Cotton products generate
revenue for more than 250 million people worldwide. This outstanding crop is functional
in different areas, making currency and paper, cooking oil, animal feed packaging, and
biofuels [13]. The importance of cotton can be examined from different perspectives. One
of the most outstanding values of cotton is its undeniably direct impact on the economy of
a country: it is expected that the cotton market value will grow, from $38.54 billion in 2020
to $46.56 billion in 2027. Therefore, this industry’s consumption, production, export, and
imports are expected to increase rapidly [14].

In the cotton industry, the feasibility of cotton harvesting mainly depends on the
characteristics of the soil in which the cotton is planted. Soil components such as salinity,
gravimetric water content, or bulk density can positively affect cotton growth and qual-
ity [15]. Although traditional farming methods are still employed in some regions, artificial
intelligence can be utilized to decrease costs and increase productivity in product planting
and harvesting.

Many factors have been analyzed in cotton cultivation, and research results can highly
improve the cotton planting process. Sadras et al. stated that environmental factors such as
the duration of the season or average humidity could affect the cotton yield [16]. Bakhsh
et al. suggested that the most critical factors in cotton cultivation must include plant
protection, fertilizers, and land preparation [17]. Braunack described the components that
can directly correlate to the cotton-growing known as a cultivator, growing region, the
amount of nitrogen and phosphorus in the soil, the amount of rainfall, season length, and
the appropriate date for defoliation [18]. Besides the environmental effect, the row space is
crucial in this field due to boll weevil; hence, considering the space can markedly affect the
crops. If it is not considered due to lack of experience, the farmer may lose many crops [19].

In addition to other factors, it was concluded that the quality of the soil where cotton
is grown is highly significant in cotton crop growth [20]. Hulugalle et al. studied soil
nutrients and resiliency in terms of growing cotton [21]. During three different periods,
the effect of various factors on cotton growth was investigated by the authors, and soil
pH, electrical conductivity, and moisture were required to be concentrated on as the most
crucial elements [21]. The presence of substances such as calcium (Ca), magnesium (Mg),
potassium (K), sodium (Na), and nitrate-Nitrogen (N) indicates the fertility area for planting
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cotton. Quattara conducted research by examining the effects of rainfall on the cotton-
growing, and he verified that rainfall is a fundamental contributing factor in cotton fiber
yields [22]. After doing considerable research, Gemtos et al. identified Mg as an essential
soil factor for growing high-quality cotton [23,24].

Ali et al. pointed out the factors that can have adverse effects on cotton yields; among
others, high temperature, greenhouse gas emission, drought stress, salinity stress, insects, or
pests attack were selected as the underlying factors to be considered in cotton growth [25].
Therefore, farmers and stakeholders should take soil related factors into consideration
in order to generate high-quality cotton to be used in various industries. Furthermore,
such information might be iterated on a relatively long time scale in order to overcome
variability due to weather or ascribable to other time-dependent sources [26,27].

1.2. Soil Characteristics Effect on Cotton Cultivation

Soil nutrient content impacts cotton planting efficiency and growth. For instance,
nitrogen is recommended in the range of 90 to 140 kg/ha. Moreover, the multiple phases in
the agricultural process and the impact of the ecosystem’s dynamic changes might alter
soil parameters and its nutrient content. For this reason, the availability and number of
elements should be monitored and adjusted [28]. Consequently, based on these reasons,
the relative costs might be increased. Machine learning methods can be thus employed in
order to predict soil nutrient substances to decrease the fertilizer cost and raise profits, and
this prediction also optimizes the working time and enhances soil health [29].

In this paper, soil, one of the significant factors in cotton cultivation, is analyzed with
the aim of decreasing the charges by specifying the various combinations of soil components
and nutrients’” precise amounts. For this purpose, machine learning and deep learning
algorithms are employed, eventually making a predictive model based on independent
variables. Such independent variables, like pH, temperature, humidity, density, electrical
conductivity, grain surface, nitrogen, phosphorus, calcium, particle spacing, potassium,
and magnesium are the ones that are essential for cotton cultivation but are often prone to
uncertainty and excessive applications in the traditional farming methods, with a negative
impact on costs as well as on the environment. Not only can artificial intelligence reduce
expenses, but it also increases productivity and profits by supporting the farmers in their
management decisions. The lower are cultivation costs, the higher will be the investment in
improving the quality of prerequisites for planting and harvesting. This predictive model
is aimed at supporting farmers to practically reach the proper combination of factors for
growing cotton with the lowest costs. This is achieved:

e considering and analyzing 13 essential factors in soil for cotton planting.

e  utilizing artificial intelligence methods for reducing costs and increasing productivity
and profits in cotton cultivation.

e  solving uncertainty for selecting the factors amounts.

The remainders of the paper are organized as follows. Section 2 describes machine
learning and deep learning algorithms and the other methods utilized for preprocessing
and evaluation. In Section 3, experimental results are presented. Section 4 expresses the
conclusion.

2. Materials and Methods

In this section, the machine learning and deep learning processes, which are uti-
lized to build the predictive model, are briefly described. The Synthetic Minority Over-
sampling Technique is presented, as a method used for preprocessing steps in imbal-
anced datasets. A method to validate the predictive model, the K-fold cross-validation, is
eventually described.

2.1. Machine Learning

The classification method aims to build a predictive model that can opportunely
process and organize a set of input data into specific classes. Figure 1 illustrates the
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classification process, in which Synthetic Minority Oversampling Technique (SMOTE) is
utilized to solve the imbalanced dataset problem, and the logistic regression, random forest,
decision tree, k-nearest neighbors (KNN), and support vector classifier (SVC) are used to
build the classifier.

Logistic
regression

1

Random
forest

)

Decision Tree

_ |

KNN
Cotton
grow
/
//
.

Data Algorithm Predictive

selection model

Preprocessing

Cotton
not grow

Figure 1. The Classification process.

Deep learning is a subset of machine learning algorithms characterized by various
architectures, including deep neural networks (DNNs), convolutional neural networks
(CNNs), recurrent neural networks (RNNSs), etc.

2.2. Deep Learning

A deep neural network is utilized to build the predictive model. DNN is an artificial
neural network (ANN) algorithm with several hidden layers [30,31]. The proposed DNN
model in this paper has four hidden layers. Figure 2 provides a graphical representation of
the proposed DNN schema.

The DNN model is created with Stochastic Gradient Descent (SGD) in seven steps:

1.  the weights are initialized with small values randomly (i.e., values close to 0);

each feature is placed in one input node in the input layer;

3. Forward-Propagation operation is applied: the neurons from the input layer to the
output layer are activated so that the weights limit each neuron’s activation; such
operation proceeds until convergence is reached on y prediction.

4. the error is calculated by comparing the prediction and actual value;

5. in this step, a backpropagation operation is exerted: the weights are updated based
on how much they are relevant for the error, while the learning rate value determines
the weight update.

6. steps1to 5 are repeated, but the weights are updated after Batch learning;

7. when the process is done, an epoch is completed: more epochs are done to train a
better model.

N
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Figure 2. The proposed DNN schema.

Each layer has its own bias and weights, and each layer’s calculation and applying
activation function is mentioned in Equations (1)—(5):

Zw X; + b)) (1)
= @ (Zwl(]Z) h](l) +bi(2)) @)
]
7 (e 1 ) ©
h(4 f(4) Zw +b( )) 4)
vi = fO (L) n + ) (5)
]

where y; is the prediction, w indicates the weight, /;;(V) are units in the N-th hidden layer,
f is the activation function, X; represents the input observations. The rectified linear unit
(ReLU) is utilized for four hidden layers as an activation function, which is formulated in
agreement with Equation (6):

£ (X) = max (0,X) ©)

The problem in this paper is a binary classification; therefore, the sigmoid function is
employed as an activation function for the output layer. The sigmoid function is formulated

as reported in Equation (7):
1
fX)=1=x )

The backpropagation is applied to adjust the weights for minimizing the loss function.
This operation compares the probability of the actual value and the probability of the
prediction value to minimize cost function and improve the DNN model performance. The
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cost function considered in this model is the Cross-entropy function, which is formulated
as follows (8).

Cost = — X[ log () + (1=7,) log (1~ )] ®)

Several optimization algorithms were developed based on the SGD algorithm, such as
adaptive gradient algorithm (AdaGrad), adaptive moment estimation (Adam), root means
square propagation (RMSProp). In other words, these algorithms are extensions of the
SGD algorithm.

Adam is an optimization algorithm that can be counted as a combination of AdaGrad
and RMSProp algorithms [32]. Adam takes advantage of both algorithms, which utilize the
moving average of the gradient like AdaGrad and implements the squared gradients to
scale the learning rate like RMSProp. Adam updates the weights in a way formulated in
Equation (9).

mpyq < Bime+ (1 —B1) VG

Vi1 < Pavr + (1 Ba) (VCr)?

Myt

1_‘5f1+1 (9)
Ut+1

1_ﬁ£+l

1

D
|

i1
Wiyl < Wt —1 7o 1o

where w is model weight, m is the first moment (i.e., m is mean), v is the second moment
(i.e., v is uncentered variance), C is the cost function, 81 and B, are hyperparameters, € is a
small scalar, and 7 is the learning rate (step size). The hyperparameters will be optimized
by the GridSearch method.

2.3. Data Standardization and Label-Encoding Technique

The factors considered as independent variables to build the predictive model are
reported in Table 1.

Table 1. The independent variables for cotton grow prediction.

Variable Type Value Role

pH Numerical Range of numbers Independent
Temperature Numerical Range of numbers Independent
Humidity Numerical Range of numbers Independent
Density Numerical Range of numbers Independent
Electrical conductivity Numerical Range of numbers Independent
Grain Surface Categorical Smooth, Scaly, Gritty, Fibrous Independent
Nitrogen (N) Numerical Range of numbers Independent
Phosphorus (P) Numerical Range of numbers Independent
Calcium (Ca) Numerical Range of numbers Independent
Particle Spacing Categorical Close, Crowded Independent
Potassium (K) Numerical Range of numbers Independent
Magnesium (Mg) Numerical Range of numbers Independent
Particle Width Categorical Narrow, Broad Independent
Cotton grows Categorical Yes (1), No (0) Dependent

In a dataset with independent variables not in the same range, the features that
exhibit larger variance than others maybe dominate the target and make the algorithm
impotent to learn appropriately from other independent variables. The StandardScalar
method is utilized to avoid such limitations [33]: the problem is solved by standardizing
the independent variables (i.e., the mean is removed, and unit variance is scaled for
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independent variables). The operation is formulated in Equation (10), where s is the
standard deviation, and y is the mean.

z==_F (10)

Based on Table 1, there are three categorical independent variables. These features
should be converted into numerical features; accordingly, the Label-encoding or OneHot-
encoding techniques should be utilized to solve this problem. There are several categories
in each categorical feature: for this reason, OneHote-encoding might be not a good choice
due to the generation of many columns and to the increased complexity in the analysis
process. Therefore, the Label-encoding technique, which handles the categorical variables
by assigning a unique integer to each label, was preferred in this paper.

2.4. Synthetic Minority Oversampling Technique

There are too few samples of the minority class in the dataset; therefore, the predictive
model cannot adequately learn the decision boundary: the SMOTE is utilized to solve this
problem as described in [34].

In this technique, a random sample from the minority class is selected, and the K
number of the nearest neighbors is determined for that sample. One of the neighbors is
picked randomly, and a synthetic sample is made at a randomly chosen point between the
two samples in feature space. This process is repeated to produce enough samples for the
minority class. Figure 3 illustrates the SMOTE process.

/. - o~ N ,/. PO N a \ //. A A _— a™ ;\
e ¢ . . 2 o ® o L4 - a
e © ° [ ] -
o 00, “~ o oo0a’ - ooA'A“‘A P
o .. “ ) * - Ao: °oe A.:‘A
PN -~
®®e% a0 L SMOTE °e®,%%a0 I 7 Dataset % 0% %ab A:A
0e00 0" 0, o oo"'.oA 000. 0% e o~
o %0, ° % ~ e %p0, o, ao 'oo. - °
L%°° ¢ o 0’00 \\... ® N o ° \ ... 0 00
N .
. Majority class data points A Minority class data points y Z . Synthetic minority class data points

Figure 3. The SMOTE process.

2.5. K-Fold Cross-Validation

K-fold cross-validation is exerting to small datasets to avoid overfitting (i.e., the
machine learning model has adequately learned but cannot converge to an appropriate
prediction). In this statistical method, the training set is apportioned into K smaller sections;
subsequently, the machine learning model is prepared by using K-1 of the units, and the
remaining section is utilized for the validation. This process repeats, and each time the
training units and validation section change, the test part is used for the final assessment;
consequently, the average of accuracies is calculated. Figure 4 shows the K-fold cross-
validation process.
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Figure 4. K-fold cross-validation process.

2.6. Performance Evaluation Metrics

There are several methods commonly applied to evaluate the performance of the
classification model, such as Precision, Recall, F1-score, and Accuracy. The Precision, Recall,
F1-score, and Accuracy metrics are calculated based on Equations (11)—(14).

... TP
Precision = TP + FP (11)
TP
Recall = ———— 12
U TTIP N (12)
TP + TN
A =
CHAY T TP + TN + FP + FN 13)
F1 — score = P (14)

TP + L(FP + EN)
where TP, TN, FP, and FN are described as follows:

— True Positive (TP): the predictive model predicted is positive, and the primary value
is positive;

—  True Negative (TN): the predictive model is predicted negative, and the primary value
is negative;

— False Positive (FP): the predictive model is predicted positive, but the primary value
is negative (Type 1 error);

— False Negative (FN): the predictive model is predicted negative, but the primary value
is positive (Type 2 error).

2.7. Confidence Interval

The confidence interval is a statistical method that is implemented to quantify and
determine the uncertainty of a prediction. This method can interpret the predictive model’s
skill and prepare a more robust model. The size of the confidence interval determines the
precision of the estimation. Choosing a smaller confidence interval brings a more precise
estimate. The radius of the confidence interval for the model’s accuracy and error can be
calculated by Equation (15).

[=27x /2024

ex(l—e)

(15)

I=27x

where [ is the radius of the confidence interval, n is the sample size, ¢ is the error, A is
accuracy, and Z is the standard deviation value from the gaussian distribution.
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3. Results and Discussion

In this section, the best algorithm for building the predictive model among machine
learning and deep learning algorithms is chosen by comparison based on the accuracy
metric. Subsequently, the evaluation metrics are utilized to assess the results. Tensorflow
package is employed to implement the deep learning algorithm, and the Scikit-learn
package is used for machine learning algorithms; Python 3.7 is utilized to implement and
run the algorithms.

3.1. Preprocessing and Hyperparameter Tuning

Before the predictive model is built, two operations are carried out in preprocessing
step. Firstly, the Label encoding technique is used to convert the categorical features into
numerical ones. Secondly, the StandardScalar method improves the predictive model
performance by removing each independent variable’s mean and adjusting them to unit
variance based on the formula introduced in Equation (10). Based on Figure 5, one of
the classes has less sample (12%); therefore, the SMOTE technique is utilized to solve the
imbalanced dataset problem.

Class label

Grow - 12

0 20 40 60 80 100
Percentage

Figure 5. Each class label percentage.

There are various hyperparameters in the DNN classification model, which can in-
crease the model performance by tuning the hyperparameters themselves. The GridSearch
method is here utilized for this goal. The adjusted hyperparameters by the GridSearch
method are reported in Table 2.

Table 2. The adjusted hyperparameters.

No Hyperparameter Value
1 Layers size (7,36,50,30,1)
2 Optimizer Adam
3 Batch size 10
4 Epoche 100

3.2. Comparison of DNN with Other Machine Learning Algorithms and Model Evaluation

In this step, the DNN algorithm is compared with several classification algorithms,
namely logistic regression, Support vector classifier, K-nearest neighbors (KNN), random
forest regression, and decision tree based on the accuracy metric. The algorithms compari-
son is reported in Table 3.
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Table 3. The algorithms comparison.
No Algorithm Accuracy (%)

1 Support vector classifier (kernel: RBF, gamma: scale) 92.1

2 Logistic regression (penalty: 12) 93.2

3 Decision tree (criterion: gini, 885
max depth: nodes are expanded until all leaves pure) '

4 KNN (number of neighbors: 5) 89.3

5 Random forest (number of trees: 100) 92

6 DNN 98.8

According to the results reported in Table 3, the DNN algorithm has the best per-
formance (98.8%): thus, it was selected as the algorithm to build the predictive model in
the present paper. The K-fold cross-validation technique was utilized to avoid overfitting
problems and to get a robust performance for the predictive model. The DNN model’s
predictions based on a few test data samples are denoted in Table 4.

Table 4. The DNN model prediction.

DNN Model
Instance  Feature (pH, T*H*,D* EC* N*P*K* Ca* Mg?* GS* Prediction Actual
PS *, PW *¥) Class Class
1 (6.5,20.8,82,0.92,7.4, 100, 50, 43, 30, 19, 3,0, 1) 0 0
2 (7.03,21.77,80.31, 1.04, 1.35, 85, 58, 41, 12.25, 5.15, 3, 0, 0) 0 0
3 (6.93,26.1,71.57,1.52, 6.16, 129, 44, 27, 18.74,11.16, 1, 1, 0) 1 1
4 (5.97,18.47, 62.69, 1.54, 6.45, 101, 38, 40, 34.73,16.91,1, 1, 0) 0 1
5 (6.65,23.55,71.59,1.47,5.2,95,43, 36,27.49,19.16,1, 1, 0) 1 1
6 (6.92,19.02,17.13,1.42,9.21, 23,72, 84, 6.61,9.76, 2, 0, 0) 0 0
7 (7.23,24.4,79.19, 1.4, 6.15, 133,47, 34, 45.86, 11.14, 1, 1, 0) 1 1
8 (6.82,24.88,75.62,1.5,5.76, 134, 47,53,42.9,23.76,1, 1, 0) 1 1
9 (6.82,28.17,81.04,0.78, 2.2, 10, 56, 16, 11.39, 7.55, 1, 1, 0) 1 1
10 (7.03,28.33,80.77,1.51, 11.57, 8, 54, 20, 5.66, 8.84, 3, 1, 1) 0 0

* Note: T = Temperature, H = Humidity, D = Density, EC = Electrical, Conductivity, N = Nitrogen, P = Phosphorus,
K = Potassium, Ca = Calcium, Mg = Magnesium, GS = Grain Surface, PS = Particle Spacing, PW = Particle Width.

The Precision, Recall, F1-score are implemented in order to evaluate the predictive
model: the results are denoted for each class in Table 5.

Table 5. The evaluation result.

Metrics
Class
Precision (%) Recall (%) F1-Score (%)
0 98 99 98
1 100 98 99

The confidence interval radius is calculated through Equation (15) for the DNN model
to get a more reliable result. There are four common significance levels, which can be
selected to get more robust predictions. The outcome is reported in Table 6.

Table 6. The confidence interval radius.

Significance Level (%) z Radius (%) Accuracy Range (%)
90 1.64 +1.9 (96.9, 100)
95 1.96 +2.3 (96.5, 100)
98 2.33 +2.5 (96.3, 100)

99 2.58 +2.8 (96, 100)
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3.3. Discussion

In the previous studies, a part of influential factors in cotton cultivation was considered
in each research. For instance, some researchers only worked on pH, electrical conductivity,
and moisture; others investigated other factors such as nutrients in the soil needed for cotton
cultivation or other environmental factors [16-28]. Moreover, some studies employed
artificial intelligence methods in other sections of cotton or other crops planting and
harvesting as, for instance, cotton or other crops yield prediction, identification of the
proper area for planting, evaluation of appropriate temperature for crop growth based on
imagery data, or detection of cotton leaf diseases. On the other hand, the present study, not
only introduces a novel technique such as deep learning to reach an appropriate analysis
in the cotton cultivation and fertilization process, leading to increase the productivity
and reduce costs but also takes into consideration 13 effective factors (both physical and
chemical ones) in order to reach a practical and more comprehensive model and analysis.

This research provided a DNN algorithm, which is selected among other machine
learning algorithms based on a comparison of the accuracy to build a classifier that can
determine the proper amount of soil parameters in the cotton cultivation process. In the pre-
processing step, due to the existence of the categorical variables, heterogeneity of features
ranges, and the problem of imbalance dataset, the label-encoding, standard-scalar, and
SMOTE techniques were employed to solve the issues, respectively. The DNN algorithm
was selected among other machine learning algorithms due to its better performance to
build the classifier, which results were mentioned in Table 3. For a quantitative evaluation,
three common metrics, namely, precision, recall, and F1-score, were specifically imple-
mented: the resulting values are reported in Table 5. Additionally, since cotton cultivation
is a sensitive process, the confidence interval method was used to take more robust and
trustable results (see Table 6).

There are various expenses in the planting and harvesting of the cotton crop, one
of which is fertilization costs. Due to the uncertainty in determining the amount of soil
chemical and physical parameters, which are necessary for cotton cultivation, the fertil-
ization costs might increase. In agreement with the recommendations of digital farming,
by utilizing new technology such as the proposed DNN model, the farmers and decision-
makers can determine the factors amounts with a higher level of accuracy and accordingly
decrease the fertilization costs by reaching an appropriate combination of factors. The same
approach might be implemented whenever small datasets are available, and an optimized
model is needed in order to improve the effectiveness, efficiency, and sustainability of
input resources.

4. Conclusions

This paper was aimed to discuss the application of artificial intelligence in agriculture,
even in the common case of small available datasets. The approach was applied and verified
in the specific case of cotton cultivation to allow a reduction of expenses and increase profits
and yield. A predictive model was built by the DNN algorithm with 98.8% accuracy based
on 13 essential factors that are soil parameters and its nutrient content. This model receives
the combination of the amounts of the elements as input and predicts whether the cotton
growth will be successful or not. Therefore, the uncertainty problem for choosing the
factors amounts have been solved; consequently, the planting costs decrease, and the yield
and profits rise. For future research, other new technology such as IoT can be integrated
with artificial intelligence, and different deep learning algorithms and techniques can be
considered to increase the model performance.
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