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Abstract: Underground mining is one of the human activities with the highest impact in terms of
induced ground motion. The excavation of the mining levels creates pillars, rooms and cavities that
can evolve in chimney collapses and sinkholes. This is a major threat where the mining activity
is carried out in an urban context. Thus, there is a clear need for tools and instruments able to
precisely quantify mining-induced deformation. Topographic measurements certainly offer very
high spatial accuracy and temporal repeatability, but they lack in spatial distribution of measurement
points. In the past decades, Multi-Temporal Satellite Interferometry (MTInSAR) has become one of
the most reliable techniques for monitoring ground motion, including mining-induced deformation.
Although with well-known limitations when high deformation rates and frequently changing land
surfaces are involved, MTInSAR has been exploited to evaluate the surface motion in several mining
area worldwide. In this paper, a detailed scale MTInSAR approach was designed to characterize
ground deformation in the salt solution mining area of Saline di Volterra (Tuscany Region, central Italy).
This mining activity has a relevant environmental impact, depleting the water resource and inducing
ground motion; sinkholes are a common consequence. The MTInSAR processing approach is based
on the direct integration of interferograms derived from Sentinel-1 images and on the phase splitting
between low (LF) and high (HF) frequency components. Phase unwrapping is performed for the
LF and HF components on a set of points selected through a “triplets closure” method. The final
deformation map is derived by combining again the components to avoid error accumulation and
by applying a classical atmospheric phase filtering to remove the remaining low frequency signal.
The results obtained reveal the presence of several subsidence bowls, sometimes corresponding to
sinkholes formed in the recent past. Very high deformation rates, up to −250 mm/yr, and time series
with clear trend changes are registered. In addition, the spatial and temporal distribution of velocities
and time series is analyzed, with a focus on the correlation with sinkhole occurrence.

Keywords: multi-temporal interferometry; mining; salt dissolution; MTInSAR; sinkholes

1. Introduction

Subsidence is a common ground deformation where underground mining activities are carried
out. The surface displacements, usually characterized by high deformation rates, are triggered by
the excavation of new mining levels which creates cavities, redistributes the stresses, or modifies
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the groundwater circulation [1]. Among the many different types of underground mining activities,
salt solution is one of the most impactful on the environment [2]. The extraction of saturated brines
through the dissolution of deep salt levels commonly produces high subsidence rates [2–5]. The forced
circulation of water in the salt levels leaves back cavities that in the long-term evolve in surface effects
as subsidence bowls, collapse chimneys and sinkholes. Some examples of such processes include:
the Old Belvedere Spinello brinefield in Southern Italy [6,7], the Barycz and Lezkowice salt mines
in Poland [8,9], the Tuzla brinefield in Bosnia Herzegovina [10–12], the Gallenoncourt and Vauvert
salt mines in France [13,14], the Ocnele Mari mining area in Romania [15–17], and various sites in the
United States of America [2,18,19].

Remote sensing techniques can offer a useful support to studies on the ground effects of natural
or anthropogenic subsidence, including mining-related motion. In the past decade, remote sensing
techniques have become a reliable alternative to classical geotechnical investigations and measurements.
Among many, Differential and Multi-temporal satellite interferometry (DInSAR and MTInSAR)
techniques (e.g., [20–22]), terrestrial and airborne laser scanning (e.g., [23–25]), global navigation
satellite system data (e.g., [26–28]) provided the best results. Focusing on satellite interferometry
(InSAR), mining-induced subsidence is one of the common fields of application of this technique.
Some of the most recent works have been presented by various authors, as [28–34]. InSAR can also
provide useful information for sinkholes detection and monitoring, as demonstrated in the case of
the Wink sinkholes in Texas (USA, [35]), along the Dead Sea shorelines in Israel and Jordan [36] or in
the Ebro Valley (Spain, [37]). A review of sinkhole hazard assessment using satellite interferometry
has been presented by Theron and Engelbrecht [38]. A review of MTInSAR techniques is given in
Crosetto et al. [39].

Salt dissolution mining is not a common target for interferometric analysis; just a few bibliographic
examples exist. The first example is provided by Raucoles et al. [14]. These authors analyzed ERS
1/2 radar images by means of a DInSAR approach to measure the subsidence induced by the dissolution
of deep salt levels (1900 to 2800 m b.s.l.) in the Vauvert mine (southern France). The presence of cavities
that tend to close, induce the creation of a network of fracture propagating to the surface. This results
in a large subsidence bowl, 8-km wide, with velocities up to 2 cm/yr. Samieie-Esfahan et al. [40]
performed a MTInSAR analysis to characterize a subsidence area in the Friesland Region (northern
Netherlands). Subsidence was related to solution mining activities in addition to the presence of
a gas field. The author demonstrated the usefulness of velocity decomposition methods to detect
the presence of horizontal components of motions and avoid under-/over-estimation of the results.
Recently, Gee et al. [41] confirmed the presence of a subsidence bowl in the same area, with maximum
velocities up to 13 mm/yr. Another example is provided by Liu et al. [42] who investigated land
subsidence in the solution mine of Changde, China. The interferometric analysis of Sentinel-1 images
between June 2015 and January 2017 highlighted the presence of a maximum accumulated deformation
of 200 mm. It is worth mentioning the attempt made by these authors to correlate the atmospheric
conditions and the solvent temperature with the seasonality of the InSAR-derived time series.

InSAR is nowadays a well-recognized ground monitoring tool in mining areas, thanks to the
millimeter accuracy, the relatively short revisiting time and the ability to provide a high number
of measurement points, higher than any other ground-based point-like technique (e.g., levelling).
Despite the clear advantages, InSAR suffers some well-known limitations when analyzing mining areas.
There are two common sources of decorrelation that prevent the detection of reliable measurement points:
phase aliasing, due to non-linear motions with displacements higher than a quarter of wavelength
between two acquisitions, and coherence loss, related to frequent surface changes produced by the
mining activity. The latter is particularly relevant in case of open pit mines. Such limitations can be
partly overcome by adopting ad hoc local scale processing strategies, e.g., applying a non-linear of
hybrid phase unwrapping approach (e.g., [43]) or using specific coherence thresholding (e.g., [44]).

In this paper, the results of a detailed scale MTInSAR approach applied in the Saline di Volterra
brine field in the Volterra municipality (Tuscany, Central Italy) are presented. The area is characterized
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by a long-term solution mining activity that has a considerable environmental impact in terms of ground
motion, i.e., creation of hundreds of sinkholes, and depletion of the water resource, e.g., salinization.
A target-oriented MTInSAR processing method is used to squeeze as much as possible the information
contained in the Sentinel-1 images. The analysis revealed the presence of several subsidence bowls,
sometimes corresponding to sinkholes formed in the recent past. The subsidence bowls have a common
deformation pattern, with line of sight (LOS) velocities increasing forward the center of the bowl
and reaching, in some cases, peaks of over -200 mm/yr. A detailed velocity- and time series-based
analysis was performed to highlight the differences in the temporal evolution of sinkholes formed at
various stages of the mining activity. According to this analysis, different deformation regimes were
identified for the sinkholes of two high deformation areas in the neighboring of Saline di Volterra.
This is the first time ground deformation is quantified in this area; thus, the results obtained can
increase the awareness of local entities on the ground effects induced by the mining activity. Moreover,
the evaluation of the motion triggered by salt dissolution mining has been rarely investigated by means
of satellite interferometry.

2. Study Area

The area of interest is located a few kilometers south of the cities of Volterra and Montecatini Val
di Cecina in the Tuscany Region (central Italy) within a hilly landscape dominated by gentle slopes and
moderate reliefs. The village of Saline di Volterra is surrounded by five different mining concessions
where the two deformation targets of this research are located (red contours in Figure 1). The name of
the village “Saline” (salt mine in English) reflects the long-term mining activity of this area. The mining
concessions cover a total of 28.5 km2; the biggest one, Buriano, spreads for 10 km2, whereas the smallest
one, Casanova, has a surface of only 1 km2 (black contours in Figure 1). An overview on the solution
mining activity in this area is provided in Section 2.1.

In addition to mining-related phenomena (i.e., sinkholes) the slopes surrounding the study area
are characterized by intense denudation processes and superficial erosion phenomena that reach their
maximum evolution forming badlands areas whose presence creates a peculiar landscape [45].
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The following three chapters introduce (i) the local geological context, which facilitated and
promoted the mining activities, (ii) the history of the Saline di Volterra brine fields with an overview
on the mining activity, and (iii) the ground effects registered in the area.

2.1. Geological Context

On a geological point of view, the area of interest is located in the Volterra basin, a NW-SE-oriented
Miocene-Pliocene extensional basin developed in response to the eastward migration of the Apennine
thrust-belt [47]. The basin is filled by a sedimentary succession ~2500 m thick [48] that includes an
evaporitic Messinian succession composed of gypsum and halite layers alternated with conglomerates,
sandstone, and claystone [49]. The upper part of this Messinian sequence, known as “Saline di Volterra
formation,” hosts laminitic gypsum, turbiditic gypsarenite, microcrystalline gypsum, and halite with
intercalations of clay, silt, and sandstones [48]. The Saline di Volterra formation has a variable thickness
ranging from a few meters to 200 m, depending on the position within the Volterra basin [49]. The whole
sequence is unconformably overlaid by Pliocene marine clays (“Blue Clays”), which represent the
closing sedimentation of the basin and widely outcrop in the investigated area (Figure 2).

Little information is available to reconstruct the subsurface setting of the Messinian sequence in
the area of interest. Nicolich et al. [50] investigated the area of the Buriano mining concession through
high resolution 3D seismic surveys, discovering the presence of cavities in the saline layer at a depth of
150 m to 300 m. Burgalassi et al. [51] stated that the productive salt levels are 10 to 40 m thick and are
found at a depth ranging from 60 to 400 m. Speranza et al. [49,52] analyzed the rheological properties
of the salt levels in the mining area of Saline di Volterra. The salt samplings were collected from deep
cores which intersected the salt deposit between 122 and 165 m below surface, for a total thickness of
43 m. These authors recognized four salt facies, with variable percentage of halite and gypsum layers
and variable grain size of the crystals. Speranza et al. [49] estimated that halite represents the 40% of
the total volume of the Messinian series.
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2.2. Mining Activity in the Area of Interest

The presence of exploitable salt levels in Saline di Volterra was already known during the Roman
Empire. The Romans called the area “moje” from the Latin word “muriae” (brine in English). The real
exploitation of the salt layers started in the Middle Ages when the saturated water that gushed out
from several springs was left to evaporate naturally [54]. The intensive industrial extraction of the
salt levels started at the beginning of the twentieth century (1910) by the Saline di Stato, a company
ruled by the central government, and by the private company Solvay [54]. In the area of interest,
five mining concessions are present (Figure 1): Buriano and Casanova in the Montecatini Val di Cecina
municipality, Cecina, Poppiano, and Volterra in the Volterra municipality.

Salt solution is the mining technique applied here, following the Trump method. This method is
rather simple: A dissolving fluid, typically water, is pumped into the depth of interest to dissolve the
salt level; the saturated brine is then pumped back to the surface [2,55]. The process is subdivided in two
phases. First, the water is pumped through the boreholes into the depth of interest and starts to dissolve
the salt level. Compressed air is used to constrict and contain the fluid within the salt level, creating a
flow that allows connecting the multiple cavities created by adjacent boreholes. Then, some boreholes
are equipped with pumps to extract the produced semi-saturated brines; other boreholes continue to
reinject new fresh water. After multiple cycles, the final saturation value of 300 g/L is reached [50] and
the brine is extracted and channeled, through a system of pipes, to the treatment plant of Rosignano,
along the coast (38 km western than Saline di Volterra). In the treatment plant, the sodium chloride
is finally extracted from the brine trough a chemical process. The injection/extraction boreholes are
disposed in the mining concessions in a regular grid with spacing between the boreholes of 40–45 m.
Every mining panel counts 60 to 360 boreholes [51]. The actual production rate requires to drill
50–60 additional boreholes per year [56].

Burglassi et al. [51] estimated that the total amount of salt deposits in the subsurface of this
area is 466 million tons; however, considering an extraction ratio of 65% [57], the effective amount
of mineable material is 300 million tons. The time needed for the total consumption of this resource
has been estimated in about 200 years. The main environmental impacts of the mining activity
are three: (i) overexploitation of fresh water, (ii) salinization of streams and aquifers, and (iii)
subsidence/sinkholes [58].

2.3. Sinkhole Database

As previously said, subsidence is one of the main environmental impacts of the mining activity in
Saline di Volterra. Sinkholes are the clearest evidence of this process. In this work, aerial orthophotos
are exploited to create a multi-temporal inventory of sinkhole occurrence for the two target areas.
Digital orthophotos were made available through the web map service of the Tuscany Region [46].
Sinkholes were manually mapped using a database of 9 orthophotos acquired in different years,
i.e., ranging between 1954 and 2018 (Table 1). The manual mapping of sinkholes in the area is
straightforward; the vegetation cover is sparse, and the sinkholes can be easily detected once formed
because of their contrast with the surroundings. Such activity has been carried out by a remote sensing
expert using a geographical information system.

Figure 3 presents the results of the orthophoto analysis for the mining concessions of
Buriano-Casanova (Figure 3A) and Poppiano-Volterra (Figure 3B). It is worth noting that the definition
of the sinkhole contours can be affected by the quality of the oldest images and by the not perfect
alignment of some of the WMS services used. This is acceptable since the contours are only used to
testify the surface effects of the mining activity.
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Table 1. Digital orthophotos used to create the multi-temporal sinkhole database.

Year Nominal Scale Image Acquisition Data Owner

1954 1:10’000 Italian Aeronautical Group (GAI) Italian Geographic Military Institute (IGM)
1978 1:10’000 Rossi Brescia Aerophotogrammetry Tuscany Region
1988 1:10’000 CGR Parma Tuscany Region
1999 1:10’000 CGR Parma Agricultural Payments Agency (AGEA)
2003 1:10’000 CGR Parma Agricultural Payments Agency (AGEA)
2007 1:10’000 BLOM-C.G.R. BLOM-C.G.R.
2010 1:10’000 Rossi Brescia Aerophotogrammetry Agricultural Payments Agency (AGEA)
2013 1:10’000 BLOM-C.G.R. Agricultural Payments Agency (AGEA)
2018 1:5’000 BLOM-C.G.R. Agricultural Payments Agency (AGEA)

The total number of mapped sinkholes is 105, with a maximum of 22 and 19 phenomena for
the periods 1954–1978 and 1978–1988, respectively. The age of the sinkholes is clearly connected to
the activity of the salt dissolution wells. Buriano-Casanova was the oldest area where the mining
activity took place; thus, it is the area where the oldest sinkholes are recorded. On the contrary,
Poppiano-Volterra is the most recent concession to be exploited for salt extraction. Figure S1 presents
the contours of the mining sectors active in different times, as derived from the interpretation of
the set of digital orthophotos. As said before, salt dissolution mining began in 1910 and, until 1978,
it was mainly localized in the south-western sector of the Buriano concession. Then, the mining
activity expanded to the north, involving the Casanova concession as well. In Poppiano-Volterra a
small sector of the Volterra concession was active already before 1978. The expansion of the mining
activity to the Poppiano concession took place at the beginning of the 2000s. The oldest sector seems
to be nowadays inactive, as testified by the migration of the sinkhole occurrence in the two areas of
interest. Two graphic interchange format (gif) files are proposed as supplementary files to highlight
the sinkholes’ occurrence over time in the mining areas of Buriano-Casanova and Poppiano-Volterra
(Figures S2 and S3).

The raise and decrease of the number of sinkholes for comparable time periods, e.g., 1978–1988 and
1988–1999 or 2007–2010 and 2010–2013, is probably related to different rates of extraction. Of course,
the development of sinkholes is not instantaneous and there can be a lag time of years between their
formation and the mining exploration of a salt level in a certain area. Moreover, considering the fact
that not the entire water pumped underground is extracted, the dissolution of the underground holes
and chambers can continue for years [2].
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3. InSAR Processing

A detailed scale processing approach, based on the direct integration of interferograms, is carried
out to retrieve the deformation occurred in the mining area of Saline di Volterra. The workflow of the
methodology is presented in Figure 4. The processing chain developed by the Geomatics Division of
the Centre Tecnològic de Telecomunicacions de Catalunya was exploited to perform the analysis [59].

Remote Sens. 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 21 

 

𝐷𝑖𝑠𝑝௡ = Φ௡4𝜋 𝜆  (4)

where Dispn is the accumulated displacement of the point at the acquisition time n, Φn is the 
accumulated phase at the acquisition time n (in radians), and 𝜆 is the wavelength of the satellite. Each 
point is then characterized by n values of displacement, forming the time series, and by a value of 
velocity calculated over the reference period.  

The LF path is composed by three steps: (i) network generation, (ii) pixel selection, (iii) 2+1D 
phase unwrapping. The LF analysis begins with the set of short baseline LF ITFs which were 
previously generated. In order to increase the redundancy of the network, the LF ITFs are crossed to 
derive synthetic ITFs with longer temporal baselines. The measurement point candidates are then 
selected by applying the triplets closure concept (2) to the newest LF network of interferograms. The 
2+1D unwrapping method is finally applied to derive the time series of deformation [59]. Through 
this method it is possible to check the consistency of the spatial unwrapping in time, owing the 
redundant ITFs network, and on a pixel-wise basis, i.e., on the points selected with the triplets closure 
method. 

The final products of the two parallel processing paths are time series and deformation maps for 
the low and high frequency components. The two products are then combined again in order to avoid 
error accumulation related to the LF-HF split. This error accumulation results in residual trends, with 
opposite sign between the LF and HF results. Finally, a classical atmospheric phase filtering is applied 
to remove the remaining low frequency signal not due to the ground deformation. The final 
deformation map is then georeferenced in a geographic reference system. 

 
Figure 4. Workflow of the processing approach. ITFs, interferograms; HF, high frequency; LF, low 
frequency. 

4. Results 

The obtained deformation map is presented in Figure 5. A total of ~24’000 points cover the 
mining area of Saline di Volterra with an average density of ~800 measurement points/km2 (MP/km2). 

Figure 4. Workflow of the processing approach. ITFs, interferograms; HF, high frequency;
LF, low frequency.

Data processing starts with the generation of the full-resolution interferogram stack, following the
classical differential interferometry approach [60]. Interferograms (ITFs) are generated starting from a
stack of 127 coregistered Sentinel-1 images (both 1A and 1B), acquired in descending orbit and C-band
(wavelength of ~5.6 cm). The first image of the stack is set as master (19/09/2016). The images cover the
period between September 2016 and November 2018. ITFs are generated with the shorter temporal
baseline possible, i.e., 6 or 12 days. A 30-m Shuttle Radar Topographic Mission Digital Elevation Model
(SRTM 1 Arc-Second Global – version 3, [61]) is used to remove the topographic contribution from the
interferograms. The precise orbits provided by the European Space Agency are used as well [62].

Phase splitting is performed on the stack of wrapped ITFs to extract the low (LF) and high (HF)
frequency components. A spatial filter is applied to every ITF to do so. A Butterworth filter is used in
this work, in the form:

G(Ω) =
1√

1 +
(

Ω
ΩC

)2N
(1)

where G is the gain, Ω is the frequency, ΩC is the cut-off frequency, and N is the order. The spatial
filtering generates the LF interferograms, whose residuals represent the HF component. The LF
component is assumed to be almost completely formed by the atmospheric contribution [63] although
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some fast movements with high spatial correlation can still be present. The HF component contains the
slow movements (few mm/yr to several cm/yr), the fast local movements (below 2 mm/day), and the
residual topographic errors [64]. The analysis of LF and HF ITFs is performed by following two parallel
paths (Figure 4).

The HF path is composed of three steps: (i) pixel selection, (ii) phase unwrapping, and (iii) direct
integration. Pixel selection is based on an approach called “triplets closure.” As the name suggests,
the method is based on triplets of radar images (i, j, and k) and interferograms generated with different
temporal baselines, in this case 6 and 12 days (∆Φi−j, ∆Φj−k, ∆Φi−k). The error (ε) is:

ε = ∆Φi− j + ∆Φ j−k − ∆Φi−k (2)

In case of low noise ITFS, ε is close to zero. The error increases along to the level of noise.
The standard deviation of ε calculated with (2) over the whole interferograms stack for each pixel is
used to select the points reliable enough to unwrap the phase. The pixels with standard deviation
values below the threshold are selected as phase unwrapping candidates. Phase unwrapping is
performed by means of the minimum cost flow method [65]. Finally, a point-wise direct integration of
the unwrapped interferograms is performed. In a second step, the unwrapped interferograms and thus
the final result of direct integration, are all referred to a stable reference point. The direct integration is
expressed in the form:

n = 0÷N
{

Φn = Φn−1 + ∆Φ(n−1)n
Φ0 = 0

(3)

where Φn is the accumulated phase at the acquisition time n, Φn−1 is the accumulated phase at
the acquisition time n−1, and Φ(n−1)n is the unwrapped interferometric phase of the interferogram
calculated using the images acquired at the times n−1 and n. The first image is set to zero (Φ0).
The output of the direct integration is, for each point, the temporal evolution of the phase with respect
to the first acquisition. Each point is then referred to a stable reference point. The phase is converted in
LOS displacement by following:

Dispn =
Φn

4π
λ (4)

where Dispn is the accumulated displacement of the point at the acquisition time n, Φn is the accumulated
phase at the acquisition time n (in radians), and λ is the wavelength of the satellite. Each point is
then characterized by n values of displacement, forming the time series, and by a value of velocity
calculated over the reference period.

The LF path is composed by three steps: (i) network generation, (ii) pixel selection, (iii) 2+1D
phase unwrapping. The LF analysis begins with the set of short baseline LF ITFs which were previously
generated. In order to increase the redundancy of the network, the LF ITFs are crossed to derive
synthetic ITFs with longer temporal baselines. The measurement point candidates are then selected
by applying the triplets closure concept (2) to the newest LF network of interferograms. The 2+1D
unwrapping method is finally applied to derive the time series of deformation [59]. Through this
method it is possible to check the consistency of the spatial unwrapping in time, owing the redundant
ITFs network, and on a pixel-wise basis, i.e., on the points selected with the triplets closure method.

The final products of the two parallel processing paths are time series and deformation maps
for the low and high frequency components. The two products are then combined again in order to
avoid error accumulation related to the LF-HF split. This error accumulation results in residual trends,
with opposite sign between the LF and HF results. Finally, a classical atmospheric phase filtering is
applied to remove the remaining low frequency signal not due to the ground deformation. The final
deformation map is then georeferenced in a geographic reference system.
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4. Results

The obtained deformation map is presented in Figure 5. A total of ~24,000 points cover the
mining area of Saline di Volterra with an average density of ~800 measurement points/km2 (MP/km2).
This high density is due to the fact that the thresholding applied during the InSAR processing allowed
maximizing the MP coverage within the two target areas, where the sinkholes are present and where
the highest deformation rates are likely to be found. This implies to have a noisier deformation map
outside of the high displacement areas. This is acceptable since the targets of this paper are exactly
these “fast” moving pixels.
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Figure 5. Sentinel-1-derived deformation map for the area of interest. The black dot is the reference point,
located in the stable area of the Saline di Volterra village. The white contours are the two target areas.
The two black square represent the two areas with the highest deformation rates (1, Buriano-Casanova,
part of the Buriano deformation area; 2, Poppiano-Volterra, part of the Poppiano deformation area)
which are the focus of the next two sections. The background image is an ESRI World Image.

The deformation map is classified on the basis of the average velocity values, expressed in mm/yr.
A stability threshold of±20 mm/yr was defined to highlight the subsidence bowls within the two mining
areas. This threshold is defined depending on the standard deviation of the velocities, here equal to
2.5 times such value. A classical red-green-blue scale bar is used to classify the deformation map;
yellow to dark red points refer to movements away from the sensor with negative sign, light blue points
refer to movements through the sensor whereas green points fall within the stability threshold. All the
measurements are referred to the LOS and are differential values, i.e., referred to a reference point
assumed as stable. The reference point was selected in the urban area of Volterra in correspondence
of the main road crossing the hamlet, where the oldest edifices are built. To the knowledge of the
authors, the area is stable as confirmed also by other interferometric data available for the whole
Tuscany Region [46,66].

The deformation map clearly highlights the presence of several subsidence bowls within the
contours of the two areas of interest that are part of the mining concessions around Saline di
Volterra. Some of the bowl reach in their central portion LOS velocities higher than −200 mm/yr.
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The characterization of the two mining areas, Buriano-Casanova and Poppiano-Volterra, is presented
in the following sections. It is worth noting that there are some other moving areas (with positive or
negative LOS velocity values) outside the mining areas that may be linked to the motion of complex
landslides and small earthflows, which characterize the clayey slopes around Volterra [67].

4.1. Buriano-Casanova Mining Area

The northwestern portion of the Buriano-Casanova mining area presents at least five well-defined
subsidence bowls with LOS velocities higher than 80 mm/yr. Among these, the bowl A and B (Figure 6a)
are the ones with the highest deformation rates, up to −250 and −230 mm/yr, respectively. This implies
that the two subsidence bowls reach in their central portion an accumulated displacement higher
than 500 mm in a period a little longer than two years. The isolated points showing an uplift are
far from the subsidence bowls and from the mapped sinkholes; they are supposed to be related to
pixel-scale errors (e.g., LF residuals) that have to be taken into account in this kind of target-oriented
processing approach.

The subsidence bowls are located in the most recent mining expansion of this area, at the border
between the Buriano and Casanova concessions, where some of the most recent sinkholes are found
(Figure 3). Bowls A and B occupy a surface of ~0.04 km2 and ~0.03 km2, respectively. In the first case,
the orthophotographic analysis did not highlight the presence of any formed sinkholes, whereas in the
area of bowl B a sinkhole is evident from the 2013’ orthophoto and it is expanding in the last years
(see Figure 6b).

Figure 6c shows the time series of deformation for the bowl A. The time series extracted from the
center of the bowl (point 1) has a purely linear trend with minor oscillations of the displacement values.
The deformation rate for point 1 is equal to −210 mm/yr. Point 2 is located in the southern border of
the subsidence bowl and it is characterized by a lower deformation rate (−122 mm/yr), as expected
moving away from the center of the subsidence area. The time series is again linear with a minor
acceleration event between May and July 2018 (point 2). During this period, the velocity is ~200 mm/yr.
This behavior is shared by several points in the same sector of the bowl. The northern portion of the
bowl presents the lowest velocities, up to 40 mm/yr and linear trends with no significant accelerations
(point 3).

Figure 6d presents the time series of deformation for the bowl B. The time series analysis is
focused on the points around the mapped sinkholes. Points 4 and 5 are extracted from the southern
and northern border of the sinkhole, respectively. The time series referred to as point 4 shows a linear
trend with a strong acceleration between August and November 2017, with LOS velocities passing
from ~−200 mm/yr to ~−420 mm/yr. Such acceleration is not evident in the time series of point 5 whose
deformation rate (−137 mm/yr) is constant over time with minor order oscillations. It is interesting to
notice that moving away from the sinkhole the time series tend to stabilize in the last 6 months (point 6
is an example of this trend).
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Figure 6. (a) Deformation map for the high deformation area of Buriano-Casanova. A and B are the two
subsidence bowls with the highest deformation rates: the first with no signs of sinkhole development,
the second with a well-developed sinkhole expanding over time (see inset b, whose location is indicated
by the blue square). Numbers 1 to 6 indicate areas where the time series of insets (c) and (d) have been
extracted. The background image of inset (a) is an ESRI World Image. Inset (b) image is a Google
Earth imagery.
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4.2. Poppiano-Volterra Mining Area

The central portion of the Poppiano-Volterra area presents a distribution of the measurement
points within the subsidence bowls slightly different than the previous example. In fact, only the
external border of the moving areas is well-defined. In fact, the loss of coherence is so strong that a
large part of what it is supposed to be the main subsidence area is not covered by any measurement
point, even considering the specific data processing applied. The loss of coherence can have a triple
interpretation: (i) land cover characteristics; (ii) high surface changes between the images of the stack,
and (iii) presence of fast motions that create decorrelation. It is worth noting that the land cover is
basically the same as the Buriano-Casanova mining concession and surface changes induced by salt
dissolution mining are not as big as in the case of e.g., open pit mining. Considering this, the hypothesis
of the presence of fast deformation rates exceeding the ~2 mm/day unwrapping threshold seems the
most reasonable.

Because of the lack of measurement points, the subsidence bowls are less defined as it is for
the Buriano-Casanova area. One clear bowl can be identified in the area of point 1 (Figure 7a). The
low point density prevents further visual interpretation of the deformation map. In general terms,
LOS velocities greatly increase forward the low coherence areas, passing from less than ±10 mm/yr to
more than 100 mm/yr, in some cases exceeding −220 mm/yr.
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The time series of deformation extracted for the points with the highest deformation rates along
the internal border of the high deformation areas are presented in Figure 7b (points 1,2,4,5, and 6).
All these time series highlight an acceleration with different magnitudes in the last months of the
monitored period. The breaking point is located between June and August 2018.

Point 1 is the one showing the most evident acceleration. Although having already an accumulated
deformation of 250 mm in less than 2 years (LOS velocity of -152 mm/yr), this point triplicated its
deformation trend after the beginning of June 2018. In the second part of the time series the
accumulated deformation is equal to 220 mm in a ~6 months period (the estimated LOS velocity is
equal to ~450 mm/yr). Such acceleration is not as evident in the other time series, but the velocity
change is still relevant, ranging between 120 and 180 mm/yr. The behavior of the time series in the last
six months supports the previous hypothesis, i.e., the presence of very high deformation rates where
measurement points could not be obtained.

4.3. Comparison between the Spatial Distribution of Sinkholes and the Deformation Map

A hot-spot like analysis is performed to extract the biggest subsidence bowls from the deformation
map presented in Figure 5 and to compare their spatial distribution with the sinkhole database.
Such analysis is based on the concept of active deformation areas (ADA) defined by Barra et al. [68].
An ADA defines a moving area composed of a certain number of moving measurement points that are
aggregated on the basis of neighboring criteria. Moving means that the LOS velocity of a measurement
point is above a threshold defined by the user. The software tools developed by Navarro et al. [69] are
used to perform the ADA extraction.

In this paper, a LOS velocity threshold equal to 2.5 times the standard deviation of the deformation
map (±20 mm/yr) is used to select the moving measurement points. Every ADA is composed of a
minimum of 10 points and the clustering distance is set to 28 m. The analysis allows highlighting
25 ADA in the two mining areas, 21 for Buriano-Casanova, and 4 for Poppiano-Volterra. Average LOS
velocity values range between -25 mm/yr and -109 mm/yr.

The visual comparison between the ADA distribution and the sinkhole database is shown in
Figure 8. Considering a search radius of 50 m, the ADA associated to one or more mapped sinkholes
are 18, 15 for Buriano-Casanova and 3 for Poppiano-Volterra. The number of sinkholes found within a
subsidence bowl is 64 (almost half of the total).
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4.4. Sinkhole-Scale Analysis of the LOS Velocity Values

A further analysis is performed at sinkhole scale. The deformation map is filtered by using
the polygons of the 105 sinkholes mapped in the areas of Buriano-Casanova and Poppiano-Volterra.
A 10-m buff is created around each polygon to define an area of influence. The average, maximum,
minimum, and standard deviation values of the LOS velocities of the measurement points within
each sinkhole are extracted. This information is available for more than half of the sinkholes, 58 in
the Buriano-Casanova area and 9 in the Poppiano-Volterra concession. For the remaining sinkholes,
no measurement points are available.

The analysis of the velocity values allows discovering that sixty percent of the sinkholes (including
the areas of influence) present average velocities within the ±10 mm/yr interval. Twenty-eight percent
of the sinkholes have average LOS velocities smaller than −20 mm/yr. Only 10% of the sinkholes show
average deformation rates smaller than −40 mm/yr; 3 of them exceed −80 mm/yr.

In order to assist the interpretation of the results, the pure evaluation of the average velocity
values is associated to the information regarding the age of formation of the sinkholes. The results
are presented in Figure 9. The box plot is showing the median, minimum, and maximum values of
the LOS velocities of all the measurement points included in the sinkholes of each temporal interval.
The graph shows an evident increase of the deformation rates for the most recent sinkholes. The oldest
temporal intervals (before 1988) show very similar velocity distributions, with median values around
−10 mm/yr. LOS velocities regularly increase until the period 2010–2013, when a strong increase of the
maximum velocities is recorded.Remote Sens. 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 16 of 21 
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5. Discussion

Nowadays, multi-temporal satellite interferometry is a reliable and recognized tool for the
assessment of mining-induced ground motion. In this work, MTInSAR was applied for the first
time to detect and characterize subsidence in a salt-dissolution mining area in southern Tuscany.
Such anthropic activity has a significant impact on the water resources of Saline di Volterra and triggers
the formation of several sinkholes that, fortunately, do not affect any built-up area.

Although the impact of ground deformation is, for now, not directly interfering with any human
activity, the quantification of the deformation triggered by this mining activity is certainly of interest for
the local entities and land planners, considering that only part of the mining concessions is currently
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exploited. To do so, a target-oriented MTInSAR approach was used to squeeze as much as possible the
information contained in the Sentinel-1 images. The processing methodology is “target-oriented” since
its goal is to detect in the best way fast deformation, within the technical and intrinsic limitations of the
technique. This assumes that sinkholes are likely connected to very high subsidence rates (e.g., [14]),
well recognizable from other slow-moving phenomena that characterize the area (i.e., landslides).
It is important to maximize the spatial sampling of measurement points and to reduce the temporal
baseline of interferograms in order to decrease the aliasing error. The result is a deformation map
involving low-coherence radar target where the fast moving areas are well-detected (see Figure 6) or
detected as much as technically possible (see Figure 7). The tradeoff is a higher standard deviation of
the velocity estimation and the presence of measurement points with uncorrelated signal. It is worth
noting that such local-scale approach is clearly not suitable for small-scale mapping activities, where
the high point density would negatively impact on the definition of the moving areas, creating too
many false positives.

The availability of data for one single orbit can lead to an underestimation of the real velocity
vector since the horizontal component cannot be calculated. Anyway, past experiences indicate that
the main component of deformation connected to sinkhole formation is vertical [70,71] although
other authors report the presence of anomalous strong horizontal component before the sinkhole
collapse [72].

The processing approach allowed deriving a high density of measurement points covering the
mining concessions around Saline di Volterra. The analysis of the deformation map revealed the
presence of several subsidence bowls which are in some cases correspondent to areas where sinkholes
have been already formed in the recent past (Figure 8). The formation of sinkholes is quite common
where salt dissolution mining is carried out. The high number of phenomena mapped in this area is
probably linked to the fact that the salt level is relatively shallow, with cavities formed 150–200 m below
surface. This is consistent with other mining areas worldwide. As stated by Warren [2], the presence of
caverns below 150 m can “lead to catastrophic chimneying and stoping in sediments above cavity.”
The same author adds that “with deeper operations the land surface tends to subside into a bowl of
subsidence.” The temporal occurrence of sinkholes is certainly linked to the mining expansion over
time. Figure 3 and Figure S1 well visualize the relationship between sinkhole formation and mining
activity, assuming the existence of a lag time between the end of the salt extraction at a certain depth
and the formation of the sinkhole. Such lag time is difficult to estimate without the availability of
additional subsurface data.

A detailed analysis of the distribution of LOS velocities and time series of selected measurement
points was carried out within some selected subsidence bowls. As it is expected, the spatial pattern
of the LOS velocity is common for all the bowl. LOS velocities greatly increase through the center of
the subsidence area. What differ on a case basis is the deformation trend of the measurement points
within each bowl (Figures 6 and 7). The time series can be classified in (i) linear, (ii) bilinear with an
acceleration in the last part of the monitored period, and iii) bilinear with a deceleration in the last
part of the monitored period. The first case is consistent with subsidence bowls where no sinkholes
have been formed yet (area A in Figure 6), whereas a deceleration in the last part of the monitored
period is registered where well-developed sinkholes have been formed in the last 10 years (area B
in Figure 6). A bilinear trend with a final (and sometimes strong) acceleration is registered by the
measurement points of the Poppiano-Volterra concession, where the mining activity is the most recent
and where just a few small sinkholes were mapped. It is worth mentioning that the older the sinkhole,
the lower the deformation rates in its surroundings (Figure 9). We postulate that the oldest sinkholes
have reached the maximum expansion allowed by the local hydrogeological and geological conditions,
also following the abandonment of the oldest mining concessions. Unfortunately, the availability of
subsurface data is extremely limited and the access to the area is restricted, preventing the possibility
to perform field surveys or to collect ground monitoring data useful for interferometric data validation.
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6. Conclusions

This paper presented a local-scale application of multi-temporal satellite interferometry targeting
a solution mining area in southern Tuscany. The surroundings of Saline di Volterra host several
brine wells that pump water into a salt level at a depth ranging between 60 and 400 m below surface.
The mining activity has a relevant environmental impact in terms of depletion of the water resources
and in terms of ground motion, creating several sinkholes which were mapped through multi-temporal
analysis of orthophotos.

The deformation map, obtained through the analysis of Sentinel-1 images, revealed the presence
of several subsidence bowls, sometimes corresponding to sinkholes formed in the recent past.
The subsidence bowls have a common deformation pattern, with LOS velocities increasing forward
the center of the bowl. The temporal evolution of the measurement points can vary a lot on case basis.
Finally, a correlation between LOS velocities and age of formation of sinkholes is found.

Although with some uncertainties, the processing approach presented in this paper was able to
detect fast deformation rates that are usually puzzling to solve in mining areas. This detailed scale
and target-oriented approach demonstrated its capability to provide useful information in terms of
density of measurement points and quality of the time series. A future evolution of this work could
be further analyses that involve the decrease of the temporal frequency of data processing and its
application in other mining contexts, going forward to the creation of a monitoring system based on
satellite interferometric data.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/2072-4292/12/23/3919/s1,
Figure S1: Multi-temporal mining expansion in the area of Saline di Volterra. Figure S2: sinkhole evolution in the
area of Buriano-Casanova. Figure S3: sinkhole evolution in the area of Poppiano-Volterra.
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