
This is a brief overview of the NASS remote sensing activities and methodology 

involving acreage estimation and the Cropland Data Layer.
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ÅThe CDL program began in earnest in 1997 with the ability to deliver geospatial 

content annually to customers who were interested in annual crop land cover 

updates.  Prior to the creation of the CDL product, estimates were provided in 

tabular format, with pictures/outputs depicting the results.

ÅThe CDL can be considered a ñCensus by Satelliteò,as it is a comprehensive 

land use classification covering an entire state, and uses ortho-rectified imagery, 

to accurately locate and identify field crops.

ÅThe CDL is now produced in-season to produce operational timely estimates for 

decision maker support.

ÅThe CDL utilizes a comprehensive and robust archive of AWiFS satellite 

imagery from the Foreign Ag Service along with ground truth data provided by 

the Farm Service Agency.
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ÅThe Cropland Data Layer Program is a legacy program within NASS that has 

undergone much refinement since itôs inception.  However, the program has 

grown immensely these past few years and has overcome issues such as 

constrained budgets, failing satellites, and technological innovations.

ÅPEDITOR, the original NASS image classifier, was originally written in the 

1970's, and was updated and maintained since by NASS. It was developed 

during the early 70ôs using Purdue Universityôs LARSYS system as a basis for 

further development. NASS and the University of Illinois Center for Advanced 

Computing developed a customized program called EDITOR. It ported to other 

computer platforms by NASS and the name modified to PEDITOR.

ÅNASS has supported PEDITOR throughout the LACIE and AgRISTARS

programs and continued until 2006, as PEDITOR was updated and modified to 

run on the latest desktop platforms utilizing some of the original algorithms from 

the LARSYS project. However, in 2005 alternative software application testing 

began to improve upon PEDITORôs success.
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ÅThe Cropland Data Layer (CDL) is nowoperational providing in-season 

estimates for decision support in our NASS Field Offices and Agricultural 

Statistics Board.  Estimates are delivered multiple times during the growing 

season, helping improve agency estimates.  

ÅThe CDL program strives to cover all NASS speculative program crops of Corn, 

Soybeans, Wheat, and Cotton in crop year 2009, providing improved acreage 

estimates throughout the growing season as more farmer reported and satellite 

data are utilized. 

ÅThe CDL is a publically releasable crop specific land cover classification that 

focuses primarily on mapping cultivated fields and providing an update on the 

agriculture landscape. Additionally, crop intensity products will be released in 

2009. 
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ÅThe Cropland Data Layer Program provides internal state/district/county level 

indications of major commodities with accuracy and variance statistics, and 

secondarily provides the public with "statewideñ categorized output products.

ÅSatellite based estimates will not completely replace surveys of farmers for 

several reasons:  acreage planted estimates are completed in June, before the 

crop canopy fully develops on summer crops and cloud problems can cause 

loss of large areas.

ÅThis project builds upon the JuneAg Survey and improves upon the 

enumerator collected ground survey data with satellite imagery to create an 

unbiased statistical estimator of crop area.  Remote sensing provides an update 

on planted acreage as the growing season progresses, effectively lowering the 

crop estimate C.V. 

ÅTheCDL is available for free for download from the NRCS Geospatial Data 

Gateway,
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