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Abstract

Neural networks are currently under utilized in climate science. This is unfortunate
given that they have potential to learn the patterns underlying climate change from
many types of long term data. We use PredNet, a convolutional recurrent neural
network made to predict the next frame in a video, with an input of 33 years of
United States precipitation “images” from 1981 to 2013 to predict that of 2014 (1).
While our results were less revealing than was desired, we illustrate that next frame
video prediction has the possibility to be used to great effect in field of climate
science in the future.

1 Introduction

Over the last few years there has been an explosion in successful machine learning approaches to
image based problems. In particular, research focused on autonomous driving and facial recognition
has led to many neural net architectures that specialize in interpreting and manipulating data from
pictures and video-frames (4). This progress has only slowly been applied to other fields, mostly in
the biomedical realm, so we see an opportunity to apply new deep learning-based image processing
techniques to climate science (8).

For this project, we apply PredNet, a neural net designed to predict the next frame in a video sequence,
to precipitation “images” in an attempt to predict future rain based on past climatological data (1).
Specifically, the input is a sequence of 33 grayscale images representing precipitation from 1981 to
2013, where each cell in the rain dataset acts as a pixel with an associated intensity value (2). We
then use a deep recurrent convolutional neural network to predict the grayscale image of precipitation
in 2014. This is not the first time a guided video prediction problem architecture has been applied to
weather dynamics; we have taken inspiration from Requena-Messa, et al. 2021, but it is among a very
small number of similar undertakings (3). By testing out a novel climate prediction mechanism, our
work will allow us to look into how a deep learning architecture attempts to understand a changing
climate over a 34 year time-span.

2 Related work

Related work can be seen in two directions, one of climate science machine learning applications and
the other of next-frame video prediction; some papers satisfy both criteria.

The problem of next-frame video prediction formally takes a sequence of n frames Xt−n, . . . , Xt

to predict the next frame, Ŷn+1. Although the problem initially looks supervised as the next frame
serves as a label, it is actually self-supervised as the next frame is already provided in the original
data (9). To illustrate the breadth of next frame video prediction technologies available today, Figure
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1 is graphic from a review paper compiled in 2020 (4). There has been a recent explosion in the field
due to the applicability of the technology to the problem of autonomous driving.

Figure 1: Observe the wide variety of next frame prediction architectures. Note that PredNet is the
third to last entry.

We chose PredNet because of it was highly vetted and well reviewed on GitHub and it had a structure
we understood well and felt comfortable manipulating.

There are a number of research labs across the globe that are applying machine learning techniques
to climate questions. A very recently published (July 2021) of such a paper uses CNNs to identify
patterns in extreme precipitation days (10). This paper also makes use the PRISM data set, although
it is more concerned with uncovering underlying patterns of behavior rather than predicting future
precipitation events. It was through looking at this paper, along with the next frame prediction review
paper (4), and Requena-Messa, et al. (3) that we began to formulate our own ideas.

3 Dataset and Features

Our precipitation dataset comes from PRISM Climate Group, managed by the Northwest Alliance for
Computational Science Engineering, based at Oregon State University (2). We use the time series
datasets named AN81d for daily millimeters of precipitation from 01/01/1981 to 12/31/2014. This
uses information from all stations in the PRISM network across the United States and interpolates
their data points using methods known as climatologically-aided interpolation (CAI) and RADAR.
The AN81d dataset prioritizes finding the best estimate at the expense of temporal consistency. The
relevant data is stored in .bil files, an Arc-GIS binary raster file format. All coordinates inside the
United States have a non-negative value corresponding to the millimeters of precipitation on that day
in that particular location. All coordinates outside the United States have a -9999 placeholder value.
Each file is readable into a numpy 2D array, size 621x1405, float-32 type. The grid resolution is 4
km.

First, during visual examination of the data, the -9999 placeholder drowned out any subtle differences
in the actual precipitation, so we changed all those to -10. To build our supervised data points (X, Y),
we wanted to let X be the set of numpy 2D arrays corresponding to MM/DD/1981 - MM/DD/2013,
and Y be the numpy 2D array for MM/DD/2014, for every day MM/DD of the year except February
29. However, this only provides 365 training examples, which we thought inadequate. Thus, our
strategy is to crop each original 2D 621x1405 array into 620x1400, then make each 620x1400 into a
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hundred 62x140 2D arrays by combining entries from rows that are the same mod 10, and columns
that are the same mod 10 – see figure illustrating this for mod 3.

Figure 2: Data Augmentation

Figure 3: 62x140 image example

Thus for each day, we have 100 versions. Further, due to the model’s input size divisibility concerns,
we needed to make them 64x144 size, so we padded with -10’s, two rows each on the top and bottom,
one column each on the left and right. Results are saved to hdf5 files. Doing this on data for all
years, the final data points are (X,Y) such that X is the arrays for MM/DD/1981-MM/DD/2013, for
a particular version V, and Y is the array for MM/DD/2014, for the same version V. We will thus
have 36500 data points, which we split randomly into a 90/5/5 ratio for 32850 train, 1825 test, and
1825 dev. We chose this split because 36500 is not a particularly large data set, so we wanted a more
traditional train/dev/test split, and additionally because the PredNet paper used 90/5/5 as well.

Later, we saw that the machine was not learning sufficiently, and thought that it may be due to the
large amounts of negative space outside the US in our 62x140 images. Thus, we cropped to an inner
box of 44x100 covering the western and central US which had minimal negative space.

4 Methods

We built an adaptation of PredNet for application to the precipitation prediction problem (1). PredNet
is a deep convolutional recurrent neural network, designed to take in a sequence of video frames
from dash mounted camera footage and predict the next frame, with architecture depicted in Figure
3 (1). Like the name suggests, a convolutional recurrent neural network combines the features of
a convolutional neural network (CNN) and a recurrent neural network (RNN). The convolutional
neural network is used in computer vision problems and processes image data using filter kernels
which act as a sliding window over the images to extract features. The recurrent neural network takes
in sequential data such as sound clips and feeds information backward through time so the machine
can learn the sequential connections. Thus, this joint structure seemed appropriate for our problem
examining sequences of images.
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In more detail, according to the PredNet authors, the model is a “series of repeating stacked modules
that attempt to make local predictions of the input to the module, which is then subtracted from the
actual input and passed along to the next layer. Briefly, each module of the network consists of four
basic parts: an input convolutional layer (Al), a recurrent representation layer (Rl), a prediction
layer (Âl), and an error representation (El). The representation layer, Rl, is a recurrent convolutional
network that generates a prediction, Âl, of what the layer input, Al, will be on the next frame. The
network takes the difference between Al and Âl and outputs an error representation, El, which is split
into separate rectified positive and negative error populations. The error, El, is then passed forward
through a convolutional layer to become the input to the next layer (Al+1). The recurrent prediction
layer Rl receives a copy of the error signal El, along with top-down input from the representation
layer of the next level of the network (Rl+1)“ (1).

Figure 4: Model architecture from PredNet paper (1)

PredNet has a “loss function implicitly embedded in the network as the firing rates of the error
neurons” (1). Our architecture takes in a sequence of the same day across 33 years (1981 - 2013) and
use those “frames” to predict the same day in the next year (2014). For example, our network attempts
to generate the precipitation of a particular version of January 2nd, 2014 based on the sequential
string of that version of January 2nds from 1981 to 2013.

The baseline model for the prediction is the previous frame model, which takes the last image in the
X data point (2013) as our prediction for the target, next year (2014).

5 Experiments/Results/Discussion

We consistently ran into issues with AWS, particularly surrounding their limits on data storage and
RAM. When working with a large image-based data set, we needed access to a high capacity compute
node. Through Henri’s research position in the Department of Earth System Science, we had access
to the Sherlock computing cluster at the Stanford Research Computing Center. We used a compute
node with 24 processors, 100 GB of RAM, and terabytes of available temporary storage. We did have
to settle for a system without a GPU, but that only slowed us down a little. That was not a problem
since we were not being charged by hour used as we would have been on AWS.

Hyperparameter tuning

We began our experimentation process with the hyperparameters that the original PredNet paper
used. Then, in the first series of tests and redesigns, we used combinations of learning rates in
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{0.01, 0.001, 0.0001}, batch sizes in {4, 32, 64}, varying numbers of samples per epoch, varying
numbers of epochs, mean absolute error and mean squared error, three and four layer network
structures, and a parameter particular to the PredNet structure, the layer loss weights. Because each
layer of PredNet has its own associated loss, the authors of the paper allow for two different means
of taking those losses into consideration. In both cases, the loss associated with the first layer is
given 100% of its weight, then either each successive layer is given 10% weight or each successive
layer loss is discounted with 0% weight. The PredNet authors chose the Adam optimizer for their
algorithm, and we did not modify that.

In this stage of hyperparameter tuning and experimentation, we ran over 30 different versions of the
model. Each time, we ran into several consistently reappearing issues. We saw repeatedly that the
validation error was lower than the training error. We saw that after a small number of epochs, the
training error would cease to decrease monotonically and begin to fluctuate within a relatively small
range. One possible explanation could be that because our data set is relatively small (less than 40000
examples), and each data point looks relatively similar, the machine sufficiently learns with just a few
epochs, but this theory is not supported by the results in the following section. While we have not
calculated the statistical significance of this observation, it is worth pointing out that we frequently
saw the lowest loss appear after 7 epochs. It is unclear as to why that would occur so many times.
Included below is a graph of typical training and validation loss per epoch curves.

Figure 5: Training and validation loss for an illustrative run. Note that validation loss is anomalously
lower than training loss and training loss does not decrease monotonically.

In this first round of experimentation, we found that we minimized loss when the hyperparameters
were set to Learning Rate = 0.001, Batch Size = 32, Batches per Epoch = 20, a three layer architecture,
Layer Loss Weights = (1, 0, 0). With this set up, we reached a minimum loss of 1.3356× 10−4.

After several rounds of hyperparameter tuning where we tried variations in batch size, learning rate,
loss function, and layer-level loss weight, we found that although the numerical loss seemed to be
decreasing during training, our model was consistently predicting exactly the same thing. Regardless
of hyperparameters chosen, the model predicted a value of −10 for every pixel. An example of this
can be seen in Figure 6.

Results

Looking at the situation we were presented with, we theorized that the sparseness of the pixels with
true data values rather than placeholder values might be the source of the issue. The United States is
far from rectangular and the PRISM data set only has values within the boundaries of the continental
United States. As such, we decided to investigate what would happen if we selected a inner box
that was simultaneously large enough to include identifiable weather patterns and small enough to
include as few placeholder pixels as possible. As described in Section 3, we selected a rectangle
of the Western and Central United States. We then set about the process of experimentation and
hyperparameter tuning again. We will refer to this new set of iterations as the inner-box model, and
the previous as the preliminary model.

We again tested a wide variety of batch sizes, learning rates, model depth, epoch quantity, and layer
loss weights. We did notice that with the inner-box model, the validation loss was now larger than the
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Figure 6: 2 samples of preliminary model results; in both sets of images actual values are shown over
predicted values. Note that all predicted images are the same regardless of the actual values.

training loss, and we had more consistent decreases in the loss across epochs. This seemed promising,
however when we went to evaluate the model outputs, we found that we were in exactly the same
situation as we had been with the preliminary model (see Figure 7).

Figure 7: 2 samples of Inner-Box version’s results; in both sets of images actual values are shown
over predicted values. Note that all predicted images are the same regardless of the actual values.

This set of predictions was generated by a machine whose hyperparameters were learning rate =
0.001, batch size = 32, batches per epoch = 20, a three layer architecture, layer loss weights = (1, 0.1,
0.1). It achieved a minimum loss of 1.2795× 10−5, an order of magnitude better than the preliminary
machine.

Discussion

This abject failure to learn is confounding on a number of levels. Most crucially is that even when we
shifted to an inner-box, where the vast majority of values were non-negative, we still ended up with
the same ubiquitous −10 valued prediction. This is hard, near impossible, to explain especially given
the fact that it seems that if the machine were to select one value to broadcast over the whole system,
a non-negative value would yield lower losses.

Models vs Baselines
Model Version Model MSE Previous Frame MSE
Preliminary 0.001119 0.000655
Inner-Box 0.000439 0.000700

Figure 8: Comparing model prediction performance to baseline prediction performance.

Figure 8 is also curious. It makes sense that the blank images produced by the preliminary model (see
Figure 6) are farther from the ground truth than the previous frame image (i.e., the same day of from
the previous year) because at least the previous frame has some sort of weather, some non-negative
values. What doesn’t make sense is that when we restricted the domain in the inner-box version of
the model, the same generated blank images actually perform better than the previous frame baseline.
Why would this region demonstrate different behavior from the system as a whole? Furthermore, the
numbers seem to indicate that the inner-box model is doing more than twice as well as the preliminary
model and there is nearly identical baseline error between the two systems. And yet, we can see no
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discernible qualitative difference between the outputs of the two models. We have searched the image
generation code for an error that might have caused this and found nothing.

We must also note that our model’s set up and structure is not significantly different from the
original paper’s. The order of magnitude of the size of our data sets and the size of the images
under consideration are similar. And yet, their paper shows their model vastly outperforming the
previous frame baseline, while we do not obviously replicate that success. One possible explanation
is the nature of the physics involved in the two use-cases. The original PredNet paper deals with
frame prediction from footage taken from dash-mounted cameras (1). This means that their system
was designed predominantly to understand and predict kinematic physics. The atmosphere is a
chaotic fluid whose physical properties, particularly surrounding phenomenological propagation and
spontaneous appearance, are far different from the classical Newtonian case considered in the original
paper. Obviously, we cannot know for sure if the machine is learning these physical properties, but it
is a strong possibility.

6 Conclusion/Future Work

According the quantitative success metrics (Figure 8), the inner-box model architecture was the most
successful. But, a qualitative observation of the results show that neither the preliminary model nor
the inner-box model yielded results of any significance. Unfortunately, it is difficult to understand this
failure. We did expect the inner-box model to be better performing because of the lack of placeholder
values in the system. However, we cannot explain why that machine’s improvements in MSE do not
translate to qualitative improvements in the predicted image.

We decided against performing feature extraction on the model because of the apparent lack of
learning. This is unfortunate because we believe that if the model had been more successful, the
feature extraction portion might have actually been the most useful and important part. It is possible
that in the course of attempting to predict the next year’s weather based on a climatological record,
the model could learn something about the fundamental nature of climate change. In the future, if the
problems in this system’s architecture could be found, there might be much to learn from the feature
extraction process.

A natural consequence of strong next-frame video prediction technology Zhou et al. refer to as
Sequence-to-Sequence capacity (4). In the course of this project we used a set of n images to predict
the (n + 1)st image. Once that is done, you are then left with n + 1 images and you can repeat
the process to generate an (n + 2)nd image, an (n + 3)rd image, and so on. This way, you can
extend prediction capacity farther and farther into the future. Lotter et al. found that their prediction
capacity decayed rapidly and that they could only reasonably predict five frames into the future (1).
However, that paper only considered seven images to predict an eight, so it is no surprise that, when
the majority of reference frames in use have themselves already been simulated, prediction capacity
drops precipitously. In our set up, we used more than 30 images in the reference set, so we may
not be limited to five steps forward as Lotter et al. were. If we had more time, and a better trained
network, it would be interesting to see what would happen if we extended the predictions beyond just
the next frame.

Although this project did not turn out as we had hoped, we learned a lot along the way and are content
in the knowledge that we spent many many hours trying to do the best possible job we could.

7 Contributions

This project was a team effort– all portions of the project were worked on by both of us, with one
person typically taking the lead for a part. We contributed equally to the generation and execution of
the idea. For the initial stage of the project up to the milestone, Henri led the preliminary research
with related works while Yuzu worked on data preprocessing in Colab. Then, after deciding on the
PredNet algorithm, Henri focused on reading the provided GitHub code while Yuzu focused on
learning the AWS system. Due to memory constraints and rejection from AWS for more resources,
we switched to the Stanford Sherlock research machines, with Henri taking the lead on this. After
this, we worked equally on the model.
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