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Abstract 
Vegetation cover degradation is still a very common problem in many parts of Morocco; moreover, 
it affects straight up the amount of the annual soil loss rate. The analytical approach used in this 
study, respectively, includes remote sensing techniques, application of USLE (Universal Soil Loss 
Equation) and overlay analysis in a raster Geographic Information System (GIS) environment, em-
ploying available information on the region covering the Kalaya catchment. Thus, this procedure 
allowed the calculation of the NDVI (Normalized Difference Vegetation Index), the execution of 
two types of classification (unsupervised and supervised) for 1999 and 2010 imagery and even-
tually the prediction of soil erosion risk in the watershed in question. The main outcome was the 
production of multidate vegetation cover maps, land use maps and soil loss risk maps. The overlay 
of two maps allowed us to highlight the changes occurred in this area, which evidence the high 
anthropogenic impact on the dynamics of land use and vegetation cover. The results suggest that 
the outputs of this study can be used for predicting rate of soil loss, which varied from 31.68 
t∙ha−1∙yr−1 in 1999 to 34.74 t∙ha−1∙yr−1 in 2010. 
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1. Introduction 
With vegetation covering about 20% of our planet, it’s not surprising that nearly every aspect of our lives is tied 
into the vegetation and land cover that surround us. These latter play a vital role in maintaining the earth’s ener-
gy balance and considered as a key component of our ecosystem. The management and the modification of nat-
ural environment, including vegetation cover, into built environment is refers to as land use. Actually, the land 
use can be defined, properly, as “the arrangements, activities and inputs people undertake in a certain land cover 
type to produce, change or maintain it” [1] [2]. 

As a side effect and negative one of the population growth, technological advances, and economic improve- 
ment, vegetation and land degradation have reached striking and shocking rates on our planet. Currently, forest 
fires, deforestation, uncontrolled urbanization, pollution and agricultural intensification threaten land sustain- 
ability as well as human life itself [3]. For instance, development of new farmland often competes with the pre-
servation of wetlands or forest ecosystems; urbanization and industrialization may irreversibly convert valu- 
able agricultural land [4]. 

In response to the excessive demand of society’s for more development and more production, to meet its 
consumption and to fulfill its consumer’s demands and wants, major modification and conversion of land cover 
occur. However, with a growing awareness of the importance of these environment components, various acts are 
made in order to preserve, convert and manage natural ecosystems for future generation’s needs [5]. Sadly, even 
with all this measures taken to reduce this phenomenon, the damages already caused to the vegetation and land 
cover has launched in multiple areas in the world the issue of erosion. 

Water erosion is a widespread phenomenon, influenced generally by a considerable number of factors in- 
cluding climate, soil, topography, land use and types of land management. The influence of land use and vege- 
tation changes on soil erosion is highly variable and depends on the density of vegetation cover and vegetation 
morphology [6]. 

The Mediterranean region is known as one of the most zones threatened by erosion, due to long dry periods 
followed by heavy bursts of erosive rain, falling on steep slopes with fragile soils. Therefore, many of these 
areas have reached critical environmental conditions that in some cases are irreparable [7]. Land cover changes, 
often due to forest fires, intensive grazing, and changes of agricultural patterns, not to mention urban growth 
have been contributing to Mediterranean land degradation. 

Several studies have shown that there were significant land use changes causing the elevation of aridity acce-
lerating water erosion in certain Mediterranean regions during the second half of the 20th century [8]. For in-
stance, De Noni (2002) [9] reported a serious trend of land degradation resulting from the expansion of cultiva-
tion at the expense of natural forests, not to mention the climatic changes and ragged topography that characte-
rized lands in Morocco. Under those circumstances, soil become more subjected to erosion placing Morocco 
among the countries the most sensitive to erosion. As a matter of fact, even if Morocco’s economic development 
relay mostly on its agriculture activity, agriculture lands covers only 9.2 million from a total land area of 71.085 
million hectares. However, pastures, rangelands and deserts cover the largest area with 46 million ha, and finally 
comes forests covering only 5.8 million ha [10]. 

Morocco is one of the Mediterranean countries that have always suffered from land degradation and misma-
nagement. In some region in Morocco, about 70% of the land is collectively used by local tribes and communi-
ties, and land use conflicts over access to grazing areas and water are regular features, seriously contributing to 
continual and often intensive degradation of the land. Land degradation is an environmental issue and, at the 
same time, a development issue. Sustainable land management is essential to both combating degradation of 
ecosystems and improving human well-being [11]. Actually, a study conducted by FAO in 1977 [12] estimated 
that across Morocco 12.5 million hectares of farmland and rangelands are actually threatened by erosion, and if 
conservation measures were not taking, the other two third of cultivated land will in turn be attacked. Another 
FAO study (1990) [13] revealed that the situation continues to deteriorate and becomes more and more critical, 
and evaluate that almost 40% of land in Morocco are affected by erosion. 

In order to address this issues, imperative measurement to the land where soil degradation and erosion risks 
are most intense should be taking. To put it other way, land conservation management must be established 
within a program of sustainable agricultural development and throughout researches. 

The overall aim of this work include mapping vegetation cover, land use and soil erosion using the integration 
of remote sensing and GIS in Kalaya watershed. The methodology used helped us to highlight areas that are at 
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potential risk of extensive vegetation cover and land degradation and provide information on the estimated value 
of annual soil loss in the targeted watershed. With regard to assess erosion loss, different models are widely de-
veloped, however, to achieve the above mentioned aim, the Universal Soil Loss Equation (USLE) has been used 
in this context since it’s considered to be the efficient soil erosion model for Mediterranean regions. This equa-
tion involves the spatially distributed parameters previously reported. 

While vegetation and land use cover can be observed on the ground or by using airplane, the most efficient 
way to map it is from space. The procedure followed in this study allowed us to derive thematic maps from re-
motely sensed imagery for 1999 and 2010, adopting NDVI index for assessing vegetation cover changes and 
unsupervised and supervised image classification for land use maps. These latter are converted into raster layers 
for input into a GIS to be analyzed and transformed into USLE C-factor. Finally, these maps are combined with 
the others factors maps to quantitatively evaluate soil erosion risk in this area. The specific objectives were to:  

(1) determine the extent and patterns of vegetation and land use changes from 1999 to 2010; 
(2) model the probability of soil erosion under the different environmental status; 
(3) assess of potential erosion to vegetation and land degradation. 

2. Study Area 
Recently Tangier has been reputed as a major growth area in Morocco and become a vital terrain for economic 
expansion. As a result, many fields in Tangier suffer from critical environmental issues due to great anthropo-
logic pressure and overexploitation of their resources. In order to evaluate the impact of these changes on the 
environment specially on land cover and vegetation, Kalaya catchment has been chosen as the study area since it 
knew a bunch of changes recently, markedly the implementation of Renault-Nissan factory and highway. 

The Kalaya watershed is located in the province of Fahs Anjra and Tangier-Assilah, in the Northwestern part 
of Morocco. It covers an area of approximately 38.37 Km2, within 35˚38' to 35˚44'N latitudes and 5˚38' to 
5˚47'W longitudes (Figure 1). 
 

 
Figure 1. Geographical situation of the Kalaya watershed.                                                           



K. Ben Hamman Lech-hab et al. 
 

 
1356 

The present geomorphic configuration of the target watershed is characterized mostly by rolling topography 
and gentle slopes (slope grades l% - 20%), with an altitude ranges mainly from 27 to 509 m above sea level 
(Figure 2). The climate is sub-humid, influenced essentially by the northeast monsoons, with a mean maximum 
temperature of 25.3˚C in July, and a minimum one of 11.3˚C in January. According to the Kalaya and Roumane 
stations records, the total annual precipitation is 717.6 mm and 745.4, respectively. 

The Rif chain, which the Kalaya catchment belongs to, is known by mountainous terrain and low plains, with 
a varied lithology characterized by the presence of marly series and shale. Concerning our study area, the geol-
ogy is dominated by the Flysch domain which laid on the external unit of Tangier located in the central part of 
the catchment. These latter are generally formed by clay, pélito-sandstone and flyschs (pélito-sandstone alterna-
tions). 

As stated in other studies done previously by our research team, the selected site for this work contains vari-
ous land use types with a predominance of cropland, plowland and urban areas in the majority parts of the wa-
tershed, while the upland of the site remains forested. 

3. Material and Methods 
The vegetation cover has a considerable impact in the erosion phenomenon. In fact, the land cover intercepts the 
rainfall, reduce consequently its energy and increase the infiltration. In this paper we mainly focused on detect-
ing changes, delineating and mapping areas that have witnessed vegetation land changes over 11 year time pe-
riod (1999-2010) using Landsat imagery and other exogenous data. In addition, we were able to comprehen-
sively analyze the quantitative relationships among plant coverage and soil erosion in the same period applying 
USLE equation. 

3.1. Data and Tools Used 
Various data types such as topographical maps, satellite images, DEM, Climate data were used to accomplish 
 

 
Figure 2. Digital Elevation Model (DEM) of the Kalaya watershed.                                                 



K. Ben Hamman Lech-hab et al. 
 

 
1357 

this study and obtain the desired results. Field observations were also conducted to determine land use patterns 
within the training site. These data and their sources are listed in the Table 1. 

3.2. Methodology 
The time series of vegetation and land use data are from 1999 to 2014 in this paper. Actually, the images used to 
wetness the vegetation and land use changes are chosen based on the availability and the good quality of the in-
formation provided by those images. In a matter of fact, the selected images are free of snow cover and allowed 
us to interpret diverse types of land use at that time. Digital satellite data from the Landsat TM and ETM+ sen-
sor, with a spatial resolution of 30m acquired in June 2010 and August 1999, respectively, were analyzed to pre-
cisely delineate land use boundaries in the study area. 

The satellite images were, in first place, ortho-rectified based on multiple ground control points from the to-
pographical maps of the study area. Sufficient ground control points were taken to minimize errors and to get the 
best results possible. Subsequently, radiometric corrections were applied on the images to achieve means signal 
variance and remove the effects of changes in satellite sensor. 

Considered as one of the most mathematical combinations of satellite bands, the NDVI (Normalized Differ-
ence Vegetation Index), was adopted in this research to provide critical information of the presence and the sta-
tus of the plant coverage well. Accordingly, NDVI is calculated using the follow conventional equation [14]: 

NIR RNDVI
NIR R

−
=

+
                                         (1) 

As mentioned above, the calculation of NDVI is based mainly on vegetation behavior that changes from the 
near-infrared channel (NIR) to the red channel (R). In fact, vegetated areas have high reflectance in the near 
infrared and low one in the visible red. Water, snow and clouds have larger reflectance in the visual wave than 
near-infrared wave and bare soil and rocks have similar reflectance in both spectral regions. As a consequence, 
the best plant’s growth conditions are presented by high values for the index, on one side water has negative 
values and bare soil gives indices around 0 on the other. In between, the others values give an indication for dif-
ferences in coverage and condition of green vegetation [15]. 

The next step in this study consists in applying on the images different types of image classification, which 
can be generally distinguished into unsupervised and supervised classification types. The objective of these lat-
ter is to automatically categorize all pixels in an image into land cover classes using different algorithms. 

Today several unsupervised classification algorithms are commonly used in remote sensing. The most effi-
cient one is the Iterative Self-Organizing Data Analysis (ISODATA) technique, it allows for different number of 
clusters while in the other method (K-mean) this number is already fixed. The ISODATA technique uses a 
maximum likelihood decision rule to calculate class means that are evenly distributed in the data space and then 
iteratively clusters the remaining pixels, using minimum distance techniques. Each iteration recalculate means 
and reclassifies pixels with respect to the new means. This process continues until the number of pixels in each 
class changes by less than a selected [16]. To put it differently, this technique enabled us to create an overall 
idea on the different classes existing in the area and their distribution. 

The acquisition of field observation and data is an essential task to do in order to carry out the supervised 
classification. Furthermore, ground truth verification were conducted with help of GPS which facilitates the ac- 
 
Table 1. Data used and their sources.                                                                                        

Type Format Resolution/scale Date Source 

Landsat TM Image (2010) Raster 30 m 20/06/2010 Web site GLCF 

Landsat ETM+ Image (1999) Raster 30 m 07/08/1999 Web site GLCF 

Watershed Shapefile -  ArcGis 

DEM ASTER Raster 30 m  Raissouni., 2012 

Topographical maps JPEG 1/50000   

Google Earth imagery JPEG - 06/12/2013 Google Earth 
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curacy assessment of supervised classification [17] 
The goal set throughout this mission is to identify closely the different types of land uses and collect some soil 

and vegetation simples for further studies. Moreover, a total of 15 data points were chosen all along the highway 
and the national road to cover all landscape units. The information collected during the fieldwork was used as 
guideline for the identification of boundaries between multiple classes. 

For the supervised approach, the user has to have a clear idea on how many land cover types exist in the study 
area. Classification algorithms are used in order to separate the feature space according to the selected training 
samples designated by ROI (Region Of Interest). The training sets are identified for each land cover class based 
on previous field knowledge. Therefore, 5 cover classes noticed and chosen for the digital classification of the 
Kalaya watershed image: Forest, scrub, agriculture land, urban areas, cropland. 

Several classification algorithms exist, however, in this study the maximum likelihood technique reply to our 
aims and gave us the best results possible. Using this technique, image classification was carried out on seven 
spectral bands and employing the signature files generated from the training areas [18]. 

In the light of what was mentioned previously, the loss or removal of vegetation cover can result in increased 
rates of erosion. This cause-effect relationship can be demonstrated convincingly as a result of many studies us-
ing multiple physical (ANSWERS, CREAMS, SEMMED...) and empirical (USLE, RUSLE, MUSLE...) me-
thods to estimate erosion rates at the watershed scale [19]. 

Actually, the Universal Soil Loss Equation (U.S.L.E.), conducted by Wischmeïer et Smith [20]-[24] is known 
as the empirical model used worldwide to predict soil erosion and with its revised version it introduce advances 
means to soil erosion factor in order to get the proper precision. 

Of these five USLE factors, the cover management factor (C-factor) is an important one affecting soil erosion 
in a given region, it boost the absorption of the raindrops energy of raindrops, reduce the speed and erosive ca-
pacity of runoff, increase the porosity and biodiversity activity in the soil [25]. In fact, studies conducted pre-
viously by researchers has revealed that the main factor that controls the spatial distribution of the erosion is the 
type of vegetation cover and it is affected, specifically, by the variability of winter foliage loss [26]. However, 
modeling the C-factor is considered as a challenging task for complex terrain. The C-factor in the soil loss equa-
tion is defined as the ratio of soil loss from land cropped under specified conditions to the corresponding loss 
from clean-tilled, continuous fallow [27]. Land use classification is often used to map vegetation types that dif-
fer in their effectiveness to protect the soil. After the previous classification, C-factors are assigned according to 
a qualitative ranking of vegetation types [28]. Otherwise the proportional vegetation cover varied widely even 
for the same vegetation type [29]. Land cover maps obtained previously were converted into a C-factor maps as 
mentioned in the diagram below (Figure 3). Notably, the C-factors values for the different land cover types 
were obtained from literature [28]. 

All the factor maps of USLE equation, provided by a study conducted by our research team in the same study 
area, except C factor that was generated from our land use maps, were integrated in GIS frame to generate a 
composite map of erosion showing the amount of soil loss in the study area. The soil loss (A) due to water ero-
sion (t/ha/year) was quantified using the USLE expressed as follows [30]: 

A R K L S C P= × × × × ×                                       (2) 
With  
A = soil loss in t/ha/year 
R = rainfall erosivity factor in MJ∙mm∙ha−1∙H−1∙year−1 
K = soil erodibility factor in t∙ha∙H∙ha−1∙MJ−1∙mm−1  
L = slope length in m 
S = slope steepness in % 
C = vegetation cover factor or land use factor 
P = erosion control practices factor. 

4. Results 
The approach designated in this study to map vegetation cover and land use changes has successfully generate 
serviceable maps used to discern relationship between soil loss and land use. Figure 4 and Figure 5 are the 
NDVI maps for 1999 and 2010 respectively; they show the distribution of NDVI values in Kalaya catchment  
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Figure 3. Diagram of the methodology used mapping land use and modeling soil loss in Kalaya watershed.                       

 

 
Figure 4. NDVI map of the Kalaya Watershed in 1999.                                                             
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Figure 5. NDVI map of the Kalaya Watershed in 2010.                                                            
 
during the period time of this study. Comparing between the 2 figures, we noticed that the maximum value of 
NDVI index in 2010 (0.59) is higher than the one calculated in 1999 (0.48). We can notice from the figures de-
creasing trends in vegetation cover distribution with the progression of time. Accordingly, the areas occupied by 
forest has become smaller and a larger part of the watershed has been detained to human activities purpose. 

With in mind to confirm and approve the results obtained and observed from the NDVI maps, imagery unsu-
pervised classification was carried out and two maps were obtained (Figure 6 and Figure 7) presenting the land 
use maps in 1999 and 2010 respectively, in the study area. Analyzing the 1999 land use map, we noticed a large 
proportion of scrub and small one of crop land. Unlikely, the unsupervised classification for 1999 imagery ceas-
es the area in only 4 units. Meanwhile, in 2010 land use map we have all the 5 units desired mapped with a de-
crease in the area of forest, scrub, crop land at the expense of agriculture land and urban areas. 

Satellite images were then subjected to a treatment in Envi using, this time, supervised classification, which 
furnished pleasing results and provided highly accurate maps (Figure 8 and Figure 9). 

A comparison of land use classes in 1999 vs. 2010 has shown that in 2010 urban areas govern the land use 
types in the catchment as a result of the economic expansion. Likewise, with the growth of the human activities 
in the areas the superficies of agriculture lands increase from 5.25 km2 in 1999 to 11.46 in 2010 (Table 2). Oth-
erwise, the land use for scrub and forest in 2010 greatly declined leaving space for urban areas. Classification of 
land use had an overall accuracy of 91.1712%, which can be considered as an excellent accurate classification of 
satellite images with Kappa index of 0.8830. 

The main result of the application of USLE model is soil loss maps, these latter were divided into 11 classes 
to ensure easy distinction between areas with different levels of risk erosion and better visualization of results. 
In our case we have generated two maps presented in Figure 10, the first one shows soil loss rate in 1999 and 
the second one in 2010. From the first sight, we recognized that erosion loss in the study area ranges among 30 
T/h/yr, the lower values are placed in the northern extreme part, while the higher ones are spread all over the 
whole watershed. 
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Figure 6. Land use map of the Kalaya watershed in 1999 using unsupervised classification.                                

 

 
Figure 7. Land use map of the Kalaya watershed in 2010 using unsupervised classification.                                
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Figure 8. Land use map of the Kalaya watershed in 1999 using supervised classification.                              

 

 
Figure 9. Land use map of the Kalaya watershed in 2010 using supervised classification.                             
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Table 2. Superficies and coverage of each land use types during the study period.                                        

Land use types 
Land use in 2010 Land use in 1999 

Superficies in Km2 Percentage Superficies in Km2 Percentage 

Forest 1.75 4.56 2.85 7.43 

Scrub 14.2 37.01 21.29 55.49 

Agriculture land 11.46 29.87 5.25 13.68 

Crop land 3.42 8.91 7.01 18.27 

Urban areas 7.54 19.65 1.97 5.13 

Total 38.37 100% 38.37 100% 

 

 
Figure 10. Erosion risk map in Kalaya watershed in 1999 and 2010.                                            

5. Discussion 
The diachronic assessment of vegetation cover and land use helped restore the changes that has suffered the 
study area recently. NDVI maps have revealed a variation of vegetation cover during the 11 years of study. The 
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values calculated for the two dates are close and reach 0.48 for the forest in 1999 and 0.51 in 2010.  
The comparison between multidate maps emphasizes the enormous impact of the installation of Renault fac-

tory and highway. Unfortunately the application of unsupervised method has not given specific results for 1999 
as it has combined the urban areas and crop land into one class. Changes in vegetation cover are more evident on 
maps provided by the supervised classification than the others. 

The watershed was composed of five land use types, which were crop land (8.91% in 2010 and 18.27% in 
1999), urban areas (19.65% in 2010 and 5.13% in 1999), agriculture land (29.87% in 2010 and 13.68% in 1999), 
scrub (37.01% in 2010 and 55.49% in 1999), and forest (4.56% in 2010 and 7.43 in 1999), having the USLE-C 
values of 0.14, 1, 0.1, 0.05 and 0.001, respectively. Accordingly, the scrub and forest have known a decrease 
while the urban and agriculture areas have enormously increases. 

The results have reached the level of satisfaction desired. With a Kappa coefficient of 0.88, land use map ob-
tained in 2010 is in harmony with the results of the ground truth. 

In a matter of fact, the current economic and environmental situation of our study area doesn’t reflect the right 
development and preservation of vegetation cover, perceived by regression and reduction of dense vegetation in 
general. Therefore, this contraction exposes more soil to water erosion agents namely runoff and precipitation. 
Accordingly, the areas covered forest and scrub have lowest values of soil loss which make them less affected 
by soil erosion while crop lands and agriculture lands are the more threaten by soil erosion and represent the 
highest values of soil loss. Most of the high-risk areas had significant less vegetation cover than did areas at 
lower risk for erosion. The results of assessing soil loss during the study period revealed an increase in the av-
erage risk of erosion of 31.68 t/ha/year in 1999 to 34.74 t/ha/year in 2010. 

The USLE model has provided useful understanding of soil degradation at watershed scale and its relationship 
with the changes occurred in the land use during the time of this study. However, there is a need to apply other 
models, execute experimental plots, increase the number of UH for K values more detailed for a better predic-
tion of erosion risk in the area. Therefore, future works are required for monitoring of sediment, precipitation. 

As a total, changes in the distribution of vegetation cover and land use showed a negative impact on soil ero-
sion, leading soil loss rates to higher values. The most effective vegetation cover against soil loss and runoff is 
forest followed by Scrub. Accordingly, converting forest and Scrub into agriculture lands and crop lands contri-
buted to substantial runoff and greatly accelerated soil losses. 

Therefore, erosion control practices are required in this case especially in vulnerable areas of Kalaya wa-
tershed on a priority basis to reduce the amount of the annual soil loss by protecting major infrastructure, antic-
ipate related risks such as mudslides, landslides, floods created by the clogging of sediment in streams, silting of 
water reservoirs along with others phenomenon. This study revealed that the vegetation cover and land use could 
efficiently protect soil against erosion loss. Good plant cover is capable of preventing soil erosion and reducing 
landslides as well and removing it can greatly increase soil erosion  

Existing studies have shown and proved the positive and the effective impact of the vegetation cover reflected 
by the C factor on soil erosion. In like manner, [31] [32] in their study about the variation of vegetation cover in 
Tleta watershed has show that this latter is experiencing a permanent degradation, probably as a result of clear-
ing, overgrazing and excessive exploitation by the population and thereby expose the soil to water erosion. Im-
plementing soil conservation measures in high-risk areas not only increases the effectiveness of reducing soil 
loss, but also of reducing the cost of soil conservation. 

To summarize, the relationships between soil loss and land use/vegetation cover in its various states were sig-
nificant. Thus, forests followed by scrub were more effective in reducing soil erosion than agriculture lands. 

6. Conclusions 
This study emphasis the constructive and useful function of USLE model, Remotely Sensed data and the GIS 
system as well in modeling and assessing vegetation cover and it influence on erosion phenomenon water ero-
sion in considerable short time and low cost for large watersheds. 

The selected methodology was efficient and provided good confidences in simulating and mapping vegetation 
and land use degradation along with soil erosion risk. However, we should incorporate more supporting data, 
target vulnerable areas and create scenarios of erosion control practices. 

According to the results obtained, the vegetation cover has decreased leaving space to urban areas and agri-
culture lands. The overall estimated soil erosion rate in the study area increased from 31.68 t/ha/yr to 34.74 
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t/ha/yr. The high soil loss rates observed for the whole watershed and during the time, comparing with the to-
lerance value usually accepted, suggest that soil erosion is straightly influenced by the land use types existing in 
the watershed. 

After the work done among this study we concluded that vegetation cover degradation and soil erosion risk 
have remarkably increased recently and it have resulted from the economic expansion. At least, some effective 
measures with good grounds for soil conservation must be applied to improve the ecological environment in the 
watershed. After the work done among this study we concluded that vegetation cover degradation and soil ero-
sion risk have remarkably increased recently and it have resulted from the economic expansion. At least, some 
effective measures with good grounds for soil conservation must be applied to improve the ecological environ-
ment in the watershed. Furthermore, the results and data presented in this work have the advantage of being eas-
ily accessible, updatable. 
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