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ABSTRACT. The determination of crop canopy characteristics (vegetation cover, leaf area, and leaf area 

index) is usually obtained through costly methods or methods that require training and time. Based on this, 

the aim of this work was to determine whether different methods and angles for capturing images using a 

smartphone camera and fisheye lenses can predict information about the soybean canopy in a practical, 

fast, and low-cost way. Different methods of capturing images were carried out throughout the soybean 

cycle using smartphones, attached fisheye lenses, manual normalized difference vegetation index (NDVI) 

reading equipment, and destructive plant evaluations. The captured images were analyzed in the Canopeo 

app to determine the green cover fraction. Pearson’s correlation and regression models were used to study 

the association between NDVI and leaf area index (LAI). The data were compared in the vegetative and 

reproductive stage segments and throughout the crop cycle to determine whether the image acquisition 

methods were capable of estimating the variations at each crop stage. With the exception of images 

captured during the soybean’s reproductive stage, all methods proved to be suitable for evaluations and 

comparisons using the Canopeo app. Capturing images 1 m above the canopy and video were the methods 

that best estimated the NDVI and LAI of soybeans. 
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Introduction 

Soybean (Glycine max (L.) Merrill) is a major global commodity that has been gaining prominence in 

Brazilian agribusiness. Thus, the technologies used in its cultivation are constantly being improved, as is the 

search for practical methods that make it easier to diagnose plant behavior and development in the field, such 

as determining the canopy cover and leaf area index (LAI). 

The use of these variables in agriculture is extremely important since the plant canopy coverage directly 

interferes with the potential for solar radiation interception, photosynthesis, and photoassimilate 

production, affecting crop growth and development and, consequently, being decisive for estimating 

responses in yield and productivity (He et al., 2024; Schmitz & Kandel, 2021). In addition, assessing the crop’s 

canopy cover helps us to be more assertive about the different management methods that should be applied in the 

field, such as seeding rates, fertilization, biomass, and pesticide applications (Heinonen & Mattila, 2021). 

Vegetation cover and LAI can be determined using a variety of methods and tools, either directly or 

indirectly. These differ in terms of acquisition and application costs, assertiveness, and practicality as well as 

whether or not they require specialized labor (Wei et al., 2020). Destructive or direct techniques, such as the 

leaf disk method, require plant removal, causing losses and limiting the representativeness of the evaluation, 

and require more time to execute and obtain information (Mattos et al., 2020; Tian et al., 2024). However, 

methods that use remote sensors or normalized difference vegetation index (NDVI) reading devices, which 

are increasingly common in agriculture, are a more practical and faster alternative for collecting and 

processing data in the field, but they also have disadvantages, such as higher costs for equipment acquisition 

and the need for training (Lykhovyd et al., 2022). 

The process of collecting information can be made easier when researchers and farmers have access to 

easy-to-use, low-cost tools for constant, practical on-farm assessments. The free mobile application Canopeo 

(Oklahoma State University, Stillwater, OK, USA), used to measure the fractional green canopy cover (FGCC), 

mailto:fernandatrentin15@gmail.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3623-3634


Page 2 of 9 Trentin et al. 

Acta Scientiarum. Agronomy, v. 48, e74206, 2026 

has emerged as a simple and quick technique for verifying the percentage of green cover of soybeans by analyzing 

photographs captured by a smartphone camera (Patrignani & Ochsner, 2015). Based on these images, it is possible 

to estimate variables, such as the LAI and canopy cover. Another relevant alternative is a fisheye lens attachment 

for smartphones for later image analysis using the Canopeo app. These lenses are widely used to assess the 

vegetation canopy in forestry due to their wide capture angle, which increases the representativeness of the images 

and results in greater coverage with low operating costs (Tian et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2017).  

Thus, the aim of this study was to (i) determine the relationship between the NDVI and the FGCC of 

soybean obtained using different methods and positions for capturing images with a smartphone camera and 

a fisheye lens; and (ii) identify the best method for capturing images using a smartphone camera to estimate 

the soybean leaf area index. 

Material and methods 

This study was conducted in the experimental area of the Federal University of Santa Maria - Frederico 

Westphalen Campus, Rio Grande do Sul State, Brazil, during the 2021/2022 crop-growing season. The area 

is characterized by clayey soil, and the environmental conditions (radiation, iPAR, temperature, and rainfall) 

during the experiment were collected from the automatic weather station located approximately 400 m 

distant (Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1. Incident radiation and accumulated intercepted photosynthetically active radiation (accumulated iPAR) as a function of 

accumulated growing degree-days (A), and mean daily air temperature and daily rainfall (B) recorded during the experiment.  

Soybean was planted after the black oat harvest, and glyphosate plus 2,4-dichlorophenoxy acetic acid 

(2,4-D) was applied to the area 7 days before sowing. The crop row spacing was 0.45 m, and the plant density 

was 211,111 plants ha−1. The NPK fertilizer used was 250 kg ha−1 of formulation 2-23-23. The plots were 2.25 

× 5 m. Crop protection treatments were carried out periodically to prevent damage to plant growth. 

The experimental design consisted of randomized blocks with four replications. Different methods of 

capturing the images and NDVI were carried out between the VE and R5 stages, alternating the height, type 

of lens, and position of the smartphone in relation to the soybean canopy. Thus, the methods consisted of 

capturing the image looking down with the lens of the smartphone at 1 m above the canopy (T1); and a fisheye 

lens attached to the smartphone at 1 and 0.43 m above the canopy (T2 and T3, respectively); image capture 

with the smartphone camera looking upwards (smartphone positioned on the ground surface) (T4) and fisheye 

attached (T5); and video traveling at a speed of 1 m/s with a smartphone positioned 0.80 m from the canopy 

(T6). The photos above the canopy were taken by a person with their arms outstretched or with the aid of a 

selfie stick at the pre-determined distances from the plant canopy, as parallel to the ground as possible, 

without any preparation for taking the images. The bottom-up photos were collected by positioning the 

smartphone between the crop rows using a selfie stick. Before capturing the images, weeds were manually 

removed from the plot to avoid confusion. NDVI readings were taken using GreenSeeker equipment 

positioned statically and parallel to the canopy at a distance of 0.90 m, with the equipment positioned in the 

center of the crop row. All images were captured in the same plot for each evaluation period. 
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The images and videos were captured with a Motorola Moto G8 Power smartphone camera between 10:00 and 

12:00 on clear days. The camera’s focus and brightness settings were set to automatic mode. The images were 

saved in JPEG at 4128 × 3096 pixels (12 MP) and the videos in FHD at 1920 × 1080 pixels (2 MP) in a 16:9 aspect 

ratio. The field of view of the images and videos was 61° × 48°, with a capture area of 0.90 × 1.2 m, while the fisheye 

lens provided a field of view of 116° × 90° and a capture area similar to the previous one for a height of 0.43 m from 

the canopy and 2.0 × 3.2 m (6.4 m2) for the height of the smartphone at 1 m from the canopy. The images collected 

in the field were analyzed in the Canopeo app (Oklahoma State University, Stillwater, OK, USA) with the red/green 

and blue/green ratio color thresholds set to 1.0, generating the fractional green canopy cover (FGCC). NDVI 

readings with GreenSeeker equipment were taken instantaneously in the field. 

After acquiring the images, we determined the soybean’s growth stage and leaf area in 0.45 m2. The disk 

method was used to determine the leaf area (LA) (m2), and LAI was estimated by the ratio of leaf area to the 

sample area (0.45 m²). 

Pearson’s correlation and regression models were used to study the associations between the NDVI, LAI, 

and FGCC obtained by the Canopeo app. The data were compared in the vegetative and reproductive growth 

stage segments and throughout the crop cycle to determine whether the image acquisition methods were 

capable of estimating the variations in each crop growth stage. The performance of the equations was 

evaluated using the coefficient of determination (R²) and the root mean square error (RMSE). The FGCC data 

were submitted to analysis of variance (ANOVA), with different methods of capturing the images and soybean 

growth stages as factors. Means of FGCC were separated using the least significant difference (LSD) test (p ≤ 

0.05). Rbio and Sigmaplot 15 software were used to carry out the analyses and graphical representations. 

Results and discussion 

Relationship between NDVI and FGCC 

There was an interaction between the image capture methods to determine the canopy cover fraction and 

soybean growth stages (Figure 2). The images corresponding to the video (T6) and with the smartphone camera 1 

m from the canopy (T1) showed the highest values in the early stages, and as the stages progressed, the differences 

were reduced. In the vegetative stages, the images taken from the top view (T4 and T5) showed low FGCC values, 

and from the R3 stage onwards, the images taken from the top view with the smartphone’s own lens (T4) were 

similar to the treatments with the bottom view. Top-view image captures are an alternative for assessing the plant 

canopy in weed-infested conditions, which is a limitation of using images in bottom-view image captures. 

 

Figure 2. Fractional Green Canopy Cover (FGCC) measured by different methods of images capture by smartphone camera and fisheye 

coupled as a function of soybean growth stage or degree days accumulated. LSD = 0.056. Treatments: (T1) top view, smartphone 

camera, height 1 m; (T2) top view, fisheye lens, height 1 m; (T3) top view, fisheye lens, height 0.43 m; (T4) bottom view, smartphone 

camera; (T5) bottom view, fisheye lens; (T6) video tour of the plot. 

As the vegetative stages progressed, the images with an upward view may have suffered greater 

interference from sunlight, such as shading and overlapping leaves, which consequently influences the color, 
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brightness, or resolution of the images and thus the detection of the FGCC. According to Guo et al. (2017) and 

Shepherd et al. (2018), variations in lighting during the day cause variability in the images analyzed by the 

Canopeo app. However, Patrignani and Ochsner (2015) obtained good results in terms of the accuracy and 

ability of the Canopeo app to detect shaded leaves, indicating that despite interference from overlapping 

plants, the Canopeo app can still be considered a good analysis tool compared to other image analysis software 

for plants exposed to leaf shading (Büchi et al., 2018). 

The best correlations between the image capture methods and NDVI for assessing cover were when the 

plants were in the vegetative stage or considering the entire crop cycle (Figure 3). In the reproductive stage, 

in general, the correlations were low or not significant between the NDVI and the FGCC. 

 

Figure 3. Relationship between NDVI and Fractional Green Canopy Cover (FGCC) obtained by different methods of capturing images with a 

smartphone camera and fisheye lens attached throughout the soybean cycle. Blue line indicates 1:1 ratio. Crop growing season 2021/2022. 

Green (●) and red points (●) indicate observations collected during the vegetative (V) and reproductive (R) stages, respectively. “r” indicates 

Pearson's correlation coefficient (p ≤ 0.05). Treatments: (T1) top view, smartphone camera, height 1 m; (T2) top view, fisheye lens, height 1 m; 

(T3) top view, fisheye lens, height 0.43 m; (T4) bottom view, smartphone camera; (T5) bottom view, fisheye lens; (T6) video touring the plot. 

Although the correlation between the FGCC and NDVI was high in all methods of capturing images at the 

vegetative stage and throughout the cycle, the FGCC obtained by video capture (T6) and from above with a 

smartphone lens (T1) were the treatments in which the NDVI was best explained (Figure 3). This can be 

demonstrated by the visual analysis of the 1:1 line dispersion as well as the lower y-axis intersection and 

RMSE. These results indicate the high prediction ability of the equations for estimating the NDVI. Patrignani 

and Ochsner (2015) presented similar results, highlighting that coverage using the video tool through the 

Canopeo app can be very efficient when there is spatial variability in the area, since several photos are taken 

simultaneously in the plot, making the results more representative and reducing evaluation errors. 

The NDVI was overestimated in the methods for capturing images from above (T4 and T5), showing greater 

dispersion of the 1:1 line and the highest RMSE values. This factor may be related to the impossibility of 

capturing the plant canopy with the smartphone camera in the early stages of crop development due to the 

low plant height. One way to optimize the use of upward-looking image capture and better estimate the NDVI 

is by tilting the smartphone to increase the capture area and quality of the images, especially in the early 

stages of the crop (Yin et al., 2022). 

Several studies have pointed to the use of NDVI as a way of assessing plant canopy coverage, for example, 

in assessments of wheat and rice crops, with a rapid and accurate diagnosis of crop growth and yield (Nakano 

et al., 2023; Tenreiro et al., 2021). The NDVI measured using the Sentinel-2 remote sensor has also been 
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shown to be related to comparative analyses between two smartphones (Motorola Moto G7 and Samsung 

Galaxy A6) used to assess canopy cover with the Canopeo app in cereals, legumes, and grasses, mainly to 

classify sites with high or low vegetation (Heinonen & Mattila, 2021). 

The use of the NDVI measured by manual equipment (GreenSeeker) has already been shown to be 

correlated with the FGCC obtained using the Canopeo app in observations at different heights above the 

canopy for dry matter and leaf area index analyses in pastures (Campana et al., 2023). However, one of the 

advantages of the Canopeo app is its low cost compared to manual NDVI measurement equipment and its 

efficiency in calculating coverage. 

The use of images captured with fisheye lenses has been an alternative to circumventing the effects of 

atmospheric conditions on canopy assessments in forests and has good results because of the larger image 

capture area due to the larger field of view than the smartphone or camera lenses (Smith & Ramsay, 2018). 

However, in our study, the use of the fisheye did not improve the NDVI estimation compared to the 

smartphone lens. The use of fisheye lenses in forests has been important in canopy assessment, and their use 

in annual crops requires further study in terms of the types of crops, positioning of the smartphone, 

characteristics of the vegetation, and time of assessment. 

Canopy cover estimation methods are widely studied to increase the accuracy and speed of data 

acquisition. When comparing the application of two digital image assessment methods (Canopeo and Assess) 

with visual assessment in cover crops, Büchi et al. (2018) found underestimated values proposed by observers, 

especially for crops with narrow leaves and taller heights. This indicates that the type of evaluation is highly 

dependent on the proposed objective and the crop being evaluated. More precise methods require a higher 

level of technology and higher costs. However, when quick visualizations are expected in the field, there are 

tools, such as the Canopeo app, that can provide greater reliability compared to visual evaluation and less 

interference from atmospheric variations, thus estimating the canopy cover quite accurately. 

The use of smartphones as a means of assessing the soybean canopy can be made unfeasible when different 

models are used in the same assessment, which can result in different FGCC values in the Canopeo app 

(Heinonen & Mattila, 2021). This is because the devices adjust to the variations in lighting that occur during 

the day, either automatically or due to the manufacturing characteristics of the cameras, such as their 

resolution. Another important factor is in relation to the assessment of coverage in crops that have higher 

levels of flowering, color, and inflorescence sizes, as this can result in underestimations of the FGCC by the 

Canopeo app, since the app is only able to detect the green color of the leaves (Büchi et al., 2018). 

The relationship between the NDVI and FGCC was more precise in our study than in the study conducted 

by Lykhovyd et al. (2022), who fitted a quadratic model with correlation coefficients between 0.67 and 0.9 

using the NDVI based on satellite images of various crops. In our study, however, we obtained high 

correlations and a better linear model fit (Figure 3). Tenreiro et al. (2021) found that the quadratic model was 

the model that best explained the relationship between the NDVI obtained by the satellite and the soybean 

canopy cover but with lower coefficients of determination than those found in our study. This indicates that 

in situ methods estimate coverage better than satellite data. 

Equipment or sensors used to read the NDVI do not present the same restrictions as those observed for 

smartphone cameras. NDVI readings obtained by remote sensors have the advantage of collecting crop images 

over large areas, even in places that are difficult to access. They also provide valuable information for detecting 

environmental or nutritional stress in crops, leading to better management practices (Carneiro et al., 2020). 

Despite being recognized for their greater precision, remote sensors can also present limitations or points 

of attention, such as the occurrence of interference from the ‘noise effect’ caused by vegetation and soil when 

using satellite images for NDVI analysis (Tenreiro et al., 2021). As the resolution of the sensors is much greater 

than that present on the surface (vegetation, crop, soil), the devices measure the grouping of these components as 

well as their interactions with each other, for example, reflectance and shade between plants and soil. In addition, 

all of these factors are affected by the atmosphere, for example, by moisture content or radiation, requiring 

adjustments to the measurements to ensure their accuracy and to obtain plant coverage in isolation. 

Estimating soybean LAI using image-capture methods 

The highest LAI values obtained using the destructive method were recorded at stage R3 of the soybean, 

with a subsequent reduction in the following stages (Figure 4). The LAI and FGCC data showed a high positive 

and significant correlation in all image-capture methods. The correlations were more homogeneous (0.94‒

0.95) when considering the points in the vegetative stage, but when considering the vegetative + reproductive 
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stages of soybean, the correlations varied between 0.79 and 0.91 (Figure 5). This result can be considered 

promising since images captured by smartphones are a low-cost method and an alternative to other 

assessment methods using visual estimation, destructive methods, or others that require expensive 

equipment (Büchi et al., 2018; Kim et al., 2022). 

The LAI and FGCC showed no correlation when evaluated only at the reproductive stage of soybean. This 

factor may be related to greater self-shading since a high canopy volume can cause leaf senescence, especially 

of those close to the ground (Srinivasan et al., 2017). In addition to leaf senescence, shading may have 

interfered with the images, causing changes according to the position of the smartphone when capturing the 

images—a fact that does not occur when using the destructive method of analysis. 

 

Figure 4. Evolution of the leaf area index (LAI) of soybeans as a function of the degree day accumulation and growth stage. Crop growing 

season 2021/2022. 

Due to the non-significant correlation between the LAI and FGCC in the reproductive stage, LAI estimates 

were constructed only for the vegetative and vegetative + reproductive stages. The image capture methods 

showed a linear response in estimating the LAI, with the exception of T1 considering vegetative + 

reproductive stages and T4 considering the vegetative stage, which showed quadratic and exponential models, 

respectively (Figure 5). The generation of non-linear functions can occur due to leaf overlap, mainly at later 

stages of canopy development (Xiong et al., 2019). In general, LAI estimation in the vegetative stage showed 

the highest coefficients of determination and lowest RMSE compared to the evaluation throughout the cycle, 

with T1 and T3 performing best in estimating the LAI. However, considering the entire crop cycle, T4 obtained 

the highest coefficient of determination and lowest RMSE, indicating that it is the method with the best 

performance for estimating LAI (Figure 5). 

With the exception of T5, the slope coefficients of the linear regressions applied to the vegetative stage were 

very similar, varying between 3.41 and 3.76, values consistent with those observed in the estimate of the LAI 

between the V9 and R2 stages, which were estimated at 3.18 and 3.81, respectively, adjusted to the Gaussian model 

(Figures 4 and 5). Linear regression with a smaller number of parameters makes the estimation less complex, and 

top-view image capture methods perform better for estimating the LAI during the growing season. 

The use of the fisheye lens improved the estimation of LAI in soybean using the downward view capture 

methods, as indicated by the lower regression complexity and lower RMSE observed in T2 and T3 compared 

to T1, considering the entire crop cycle (Figure 5). However, considering only the vegetative stage, the 

response to the use of the fisheye lens in T3 was very similar to T1 (smartphone lens). Fisheye lenses are 

commonly used for image capture in forestry and offer a practical method for comparing canopy changes in 

forests (Smith & Ramsay, 2018). 
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Figure 5. Comparison between Fractional Green Canopy Cover (FGCC) and leaf area index (LAI) values. Dashed line represents regression for 

vegetative stage, solid line represents regression for entire soybean cycle. Green (●) and red points (●) indicate observations collected 

during the vegetative (V) and reproductive (R) stages, respectively. “r” indicates Pearson's correlation coefficient (p ≤ 0.05). Treatments: 

(T1) top view, smartphone camera, height 1 m; (T2) top view, fisheye lens, height 1 m; (T3) top view, fisheye lens, height 0.43 m; (T4) bottom 

view, smartphone camera; (T5) bottom view, fisheye lens; (T6) video tour of the plot. Crop growing season 2021/2022. 

Soybeans showed the highest LAI at stage R3, which was estimated by the Gaussian model at 4.13 (Figure 

4). Thus, the adjusted equations in which the linear slope coefficients were closest to this value were for video 

image captures (T6) and image captures looking upwards with a smartphone lens (T4) (Figure 5). The method 

of capturing images with an upward view and using a fisheye lens (T5) can overestimate soybean LAI values. 

Methods for estimating the LAI are important for assessing various effects on the crop, such as 

productivity, environmental effects, growth stages, and other biotic and abiotic effects (Kim et al., 2022). 

Therefore, accurate, fast, and inexpensive methods without the use of sophisticated equipment are important 

to give agility and confidence to the results. The comparison between leaf disk and digital photography 

methods for estimating the LAI in soybean has shown a high correlation, with the leaf disk method showing 

less variation in error (Pierozan & Kawakami, 2013). However, the disadvantage is that the method is based 

on the destructive evaluation of plants and the need to dry the plants (leaf disk method). 

Visual assessments of plant cover show a high positive correlation with images using the Canopeo app to 

determine vegetation cover (Büchi et al., 2018). Other studies also mention comparisons between more costly 

methods and digital image analysis for defining LAI. For example, Qu et al. (2021) reported that the use of 

images captured with a digital camera to estimate LAI in corn showed a correlation (R2) of 0.83 with the LAI 

obtained using a LAI-2200C instrument (Li-Cor, Inc., Lincoln, NE, USA). 

When comparing the use of hemispherical lenses on a smartphone (Samsung Galaxy Grand Prime) with 

Nikon camera models (Nikon Coolpix 4500 or Nikon Coolpix 990), Bianchi et al. (2017) found good results for 

determining the canopy’s structural parameters in different tree species. The authors mentioned that the use 

of smartphones can present acceptable quality and be a faster and cheaper option for evaluation. Another 

positive result regarding the use of hemispherical lenses in determining the LAI was obtained by Rody et al. 

(2014), who evaluated hemispherical photographs compared with another canopy analyzer model (LAI-2000 

(LI-COR) in eucalyptus cultivation. 

The method of capture and the use of lenses attached to the smartphone interfere with the correlations 

between the FGCC and NDVI and the estimation of soybean LAI. However, the use of digital and analyzed 

images to generate ground cover is a fast, accurate, non-destructive, and low-cost method of assessing the 

soybean canopy. 
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Conclusion 

Capturing images via video and a smartphone camera at 1 m from the crop canopy stood out as the most 

effective methods for estimating the NDVI using FGCC. As for LAI estimation compared to the destructive 

method, the correlations were higher when the fisheye lens was used for the captures as well as for the 

photographs taken 1 m from the canopy with a normal smartphone camera. In general, all the photography 

methods proved to be adequate when the assessments were carried out during the soybean’s growth stages, 

showing that the use of simpler, low-cost tools can be implemented to quickly obtain biophysical parameters 

in the field, depending on the purpose of the assessment.  

Data availability 

The data supporting the findings of this study are subject to privacy and confidentiality restrictions. They 

may be accessed upon request and with approval from the corresponding author. 
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