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Abstract: Tree detection and fuel amount and distribution estimation are crucial for the investigation
and risk assessment of wildfires. The demand for risk assessment is increasing due to the escalating
severity of wildfires. A quick and cost-effective method is required to mitigate foreseeable disasters. In
this study, a method for tree detection and fuel amount and distribution prediction using aerial images
was proposed for a low-cost and efficient acquisition of fuel information. Three-dimensional (3D) fuel
information (height) from light detection and ranging (LiDAR) was matched to two-dimensional (2D)
fuel information (crown width) from aerial photographs to establish a statistical prediction model
in northeastern South Korea. Quantile regression for 0.05, 0.5, and 0.95 quantiles was performed.
Subsequently, an allometric tree model was used to predict the diameter at the breast height. The
performance of the prediction model was validated using physically measured data by laser distance
meter triangulation and direct measurement from a field survey. The predicted quantile, 0.5, was
adequately matched to the measured quantile, 0.5, and most of the measured values lied within the
predicted quantiles, 0.05 and 0.95. Therefore, in the developed prediction model, only 2D images
were required to predict a few of the 3D fuel details. The proposed method can significantly reduce
the cost and duration of data acquisition for the investigation and risk assessment of wildfires.

Keywords: wildfire; fuel detection; fuel prediction; UAV imagery; LiDAR; tree allometry

1. Introduction

The severity of wildfires, such as the 2019-2020 Australian bushfires and the 2018-2020
California wildfires, has significantly increased worldwide owing to climate change [1-3].
In the Republic of Korea, historically severe wildfires were recorded in 2019 and 2022 [4].
Severe wildfires cause environmental, ecological, and societal damage. Wildfires have affected
residences and facilities near the wildland—urban interface (WUI) owing to increased anthro-
pological activity in this vicinity. The impact of wildfires in human society has significantly
increased and necessitated the investigation and assessment of WUI fires and associated risks
to inform mitigation measures [5,6].

Numerous efforts have been undertaken to assess fire dynamics at the WUI [7,8];
laboratory- and field-scale experimental and computational studies have been
conducted [9-13]. However, large-scale wildfire experiments are resource-intensive. There-
fore, the numerical approach has been widely used for large field-scale investigations of
wildfires. For example, Mell et al. developed a physics-based simulation model for a
WUI fire called the Wildland—Urban Interface Fire Dynamics Simulator (WFDS), based
on the Fire Dynamics Simulator (FDS) developed by the National Institute of Standards
and Technology (NIST) in the United States. Various WUI fire scenarios can be simulated
using the WFDS [14]. Various wildfire risk assessment methods [15-17] rely heavily on
geometrical, meteorological, and ecological information [18-20].
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Fuel information must be acquired for both investigation and risk assessment of
wildfires. Therefore, detecting vegetation and estimating the amount and distribution of
fuel are necessary. One of the simplest ways of measuring fuel information is conducting a
field survey [21]. However, field surveys are labor- and time-intensive. Therefore, remote
sensing has been used to effectively gather fuel information [22-24]. Multispectral and
hyperspectral images from satellites [25-27] and light detection and ranging (LiDAR),
which can gather relatively detailed three-dimensional fuel information with reasonable
spatial resolution, are remote-sensing methods commonly used for fuel detection over vast
areas. LIDAR data are processed using a digital elevation model (DEM) and canopy height
model (CHM) to estimate fuel information [28-30].

In South Korea, several rural communities and heritage sites are located at the wildland
and thereby exposed to the threat of wildfires. Similar situations have been observed in
many other countries. Local-scale risk assessment and mitigation are necessary, and
gathering detailed fuel information near rural communities and heritage sites is crucial
for risk assessment, for which LiDAR is a promising approach. However, gathering
fuel information using LiDAR is considerably resource- and time-intensive, creating the
need for the development of low-cost and efficient methods for utilizing LiDAR data.
Therefore, this study proposes the use of aerial photographs (RGB images) captured by
an unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV). To collect fuel information from aerial photographs,
algorithms such as watershed segmentation and edge detection were applied for tree
detection [31]. These conventional algorithms provide sufficient performance for rough
estimations. However, accurate prediction using these conventional algorithms has been
challenging. Recently, machine learning-based techniques for tree detection have shown
better detection performance than conventional algorithms. Specifically, these machine
learning approaches provide more precise and accurate prediction of crown shapes in RGB
images [32].

UAV image tree detection was performed using a typical commercial camera, and
the image collection time was relatively shorter than that of LIDAR. The captured images
were used to generate an orthophoto. A mask recursive convolutional neural network
(R-CNN), which is one of the effective machine-learning image segmentation networks,
was introduced to detect trees and predict crown width (CW) as representative fuel metrics.
Additionally, tree height (TH) for modeling was collected with UAV aerial LiDAR. For the
validation process, TH and diameter of breast height (DBH) were collected in a field survey
using laser triangulation and direct measurement. The correlation between CW from the
orthophoto to TH from the LiDAR was established to match the two- and three-dimensional
information utilizing a statistical tree allometric model providing a reasonable uncertainty.
After the model was established, only RGB images were required to acquire fuel informa-
tion, at least for the modeled vegetation species. The synergistic impact of precise CW
estimation based on machine learning-based tree detection and the reasonable prediction
from a statistical model using LiDAR data allowed for rapid and accurate estimation of
fuel information, consequently reducing the cost and duration of fuel measurements.

2. Materials and Methods

The overall process for estimating the fuel amount and distribution is depicted in
Figure 1. For fuel distribution predictions, a UAV captured aerial images that were pre-
processed for fuel detection algorithms. Consequently, the fuel dimension correlations
between the aerial RGB and LiDAR images were established. The dimensions estimated
only using 2D RGB images based on dimension correlations were then compared with
the values obtained by physical measurements. Details on each step are provided in the
subsequent subsections.
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Figure 1. Schematic of the fuel-estimation procedure.

2.1. Test Site and Data Collection

An orthophoto of the test site, located in Goseong-gun, Gangwon-do, South Korea,
(N38.31105°, E128.48861°) is depicted in Figure 2. The area of interest within the test site
was approximately 220 x 200 m, as indicated by the dashed red box in Figure 1. The site
was a damaged area affected by the 2019 Goseong-gun fire, one of the largest wildfires
in South Korea. The burnt area was approximately 1300 ha, and multiple casualties were
reported. The site was recovered and designed to grow Pinus densiflora after the wildfire for
various fuel densities because P. densiflora is the primary species for wildfire spread in South
Korea. This test site is supposed to deliver the fuel distribution and loading information for
various fuel treatment densities (0%, 25%, and 50%), an important variable for a wildfire

risk assessment.

(a)

130°E 140°E

Figure 2. (a) Location of the study site, (b) aerial photographs of the study site.




Forests 2023, 14, 2126

40f16

A UAV was flown over the test site with constant overlap operation using an RGB
camera (Zenmuse L1, DJI, Shenzhen, China) and LiDAR equipment (AVIA, Livox, Wanchai,
Hong Kong). The unit length per pixel of the orthophoto captured using the RGB camera
was 21.5 mm, and the operating conditions and point clouds of LiDAR had a resolution of
2 cm. The RGB camera captured an aerial view of the test site, and the images captured
by the RGB camera were post-processed to construct the orthophoto of the test site as
a raster image. LiDAR collects information on the vegetation distribution in the form
of three-dimensional point cloud data. The relative positioning of the GPS and ground
control points were used to obtain the geographical information of the test site. UTM52N,
a reference geographical coordinate system, was used to calculate latitude and longitude.
To establish a validation dataset, physical dimensions such as TH and DBH were measured
for 476 individual fuels.

2.2. Pre-Processing

For individual tree detection from orthophoto aerial images, a deep-learning im-
age segmentation method, Detectron2 (https:/ /github.com/facebookresearch/detectron2,
accessed on 9 August 2023) from Facebook Al Research [33], was used. Detectron2 provides
a pre-established network for segmentation and is used for object detection in various
research fields [34]. In this study, a mask recursive convolutional neural network (R-CNN)
was selected for detection, which is one of most effective networks for instance segmenta-
tion [35]. While other networks with slightly higher effectiveness exist, these networks have
not been fully validated. Furthermore, the applicability of mask R-CNN was validated for
individual tree detection with various tree species by other researchers [36,37]. The trained
mask R-CNN model that provided segmented pixel groups of individual trees on the
orthophoto was used. For training mask R-CNN, a training dataset was constructed using
the cropped regions of the orthophoto; the constructed training area was smaller than 5% of
the entire area, and the target loss was set below 0.001. Although the lower target loss has
the possibility of overfitting, the interest is confined to local forest and single species. The
generalization of detection is less required for fuel prediction in this study. Additionally,
data augmentations, such as clipping, flipping and scaling, were applied to the training
process to prevent overfitting [38]. An example of the segmentation results is illustrated in
Figure 3, which shows the true positive (TP), false positive (FP), and false negative (FN)
results. The segmentation performance was evaluated using recall (r), precision (p), and
F1-score, which are commonly used performance indicators for object detection, as defined
in Equations (1)—(3), respectively.

TP
"T“TPTIN M)
TP
P=Tp¥FpP @)
Fl1=2x%_*P 3)
r+p

Each pixel group identified by the mask R-CNN model represented an individual
tree crown area. The locations of the trees were estimated using the centroids of the
crown areas and marked on the orthophoto. The pixel number was converted to a metric-
dimensional unit using geographical information from the orthophoto. The CW of the trees
was estimated using the pixel point farthest from the centroid.
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Figure 3. Tree detection results using Detectron2.

LiDAR point clouds provide the three-dimensional distribution of objects but do not
classify each point datum; for example, terrain and tree are not distinguishable from the raw
data. Therefore, the raw LiDAR point clouds need to be classified. Prior to classification,
the raw LiDAR data were pre-processed for the improved accuracy of classification because
it may contain false data points owing to laser perturbation and missing data because of
laser blockage. To reduce the number of false points, a method for comparing the spatial
mean and standard deviation was used for filtering. Notably, distinguishing all false points
is challenging, but identifying false points along the height direction is achievable. When
false points exist in the region of interest, the position of the false points in the height
direction is in far proximity from the mean height value. The false points typically lie
above one standard deviation from the mean value. In this study, the size of the spatial
filter for mean-standard deviation comparison was 5 x 5 m. The filter was applied to
the entire domain of the LiDAR point clouds to remove false points and prevent data
contamination [39].

Missing data points typically occur for terrain information because of the high density
of the forest canopy. Therefore, a DEM construction algorithm for terrain prediction was
established to alleviate the impact of missing terrain information on fuel distribution estima-
tion. Firstly, the lowest LIDAR anchor points along the height direction within segmented
regions, which has the same size of the spatial filter at each location, were collected and
grouped with the nearby continuous points. Next, if the grouped points had numerous
points over a certain threshold and exhibited an acceptable distribution compared to lowest
anchor points, they were assumed to be possible terrain point cloud groups. For points
where these groups exist, the basis of DEM could be constructed. Subsequently, the missing
terrain points were reconstructed using interpolation and median filtering. The weights for
interpolation were determined based on the gradient of nearby data points and distance
from possible terrain points. Finally, DEM was applied to distinguish terrain on LiDAR
points clouds. The raw and pre-processed LiDAR point clouds are shown in Figure 4. Using
the constructed terrain information, the canopy height can be estimated for the regions
of interest. The LiDAR point cloud domain was matched to the orthophoto to map the
two-dimensional information onto three-dimensional information. Subsequently, TH was
obtained by applying the CHM to the tree locations marked on the orthophoto.
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Figure 4. (a) Raw and (b) pre-processed LiDAR point clouds.

2.3. Prediction and Validation

The pre-processed RGB images and LiDAR point clouds were used to establish a fuel
geometry prediction model. A tree allometric approach was utilized based on the Huxley
relative growth equation, Y = aX? [40], where X and Y are quantitative dimensions of the
tree, such as crown width and tree height. Occasionally, the relative growth equation was
used in logarithmic form: InY = A 4 BIn X. Parameter B is associated with the ratio of the
specific growth rates of X and Y, while parameter A does not have a biological implication.
For the prediction model, quantile regression was used, which was robust based on the
outliers and provided the distribution of variables [41]. In the current study, the 5%, 50%,
and 95% quantiles were used for regression to represent the upper and lower boundaries
of tree allometry to provide uncertainty of prediction within a statistical approach. For
fuel geometry prediction, only aerial RGB images were used with the established relative
growth equation. Therefore, with the detected CW from the RGB images, TH was predicted.
The predicted TH was then used to estimate DBH, a representative factor describing the
approximate age class of the forest. For DBH estimation, the form of the Weibull function
for the tree allometric relationship between TH and DBH for Korean P. densiflora was
applied, as shown in Equation (4) [42].

TH = 1.2+ 31510 (1 —exp (—0.055 DBH0~684)) @)

The estimated TH and DBH from the CW were compared with the measured val-
ues to validate the prediction performance. The validation results are discussed in the
subsequent sections.

3. Results
3.1. Tree Detection and Data Collection

The performance of the trained mask R-CNN model for tree detection was assessed
using 1, p, and Fl-score. The average Fl-score was 0.775, and the average r and p values
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Number of data
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were approximately 0.8 and 0.785, respectively. Reasonably acceptable detection model
performance was observed for a relatively dense canopy area, whereas a thin canopy area
resulted in poor performance. Fortunately, most false detections showed a relatively small
CW, below 1 m, and falsely detected data could be removed by applying a spatial filter,
after which the total number of detected trees was 3102. The locations of the detected
trees in the orthophoto were compared with the locations of the measured trees during
a field survey using GPS values, and 236 trees were matched between the detected and
measured results. The matched trees were removed to construct the prediction model and
were later used for validation. The remaining detected trees were matched to the LIDAR
data, and the CW of each tree was matched to the TH obtained using the CHM. During the
matching process, trees near the LIDAR point cloud boundaries were removed because of
the considerable amount of information missing near the boundaries. Therefore, the final
number of trees used to develop the prediction model was 2709.

Figure 5 shows the TH histograms of the dataset used to establish the prediction
model for various CW ranges. Each bin in the histograms has a range of 0.25 m and in each
sub-figure, the red dashed line represents the mean TH in the CW range. The mean value
of TH monotonically increased as CW increased. Because the TH distributions appeared to
approach normal distributions, using the mean and standard deviation values for statistical
predictions was reasonable.
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Figure 5. Tree height histograms of the prediction dataset.

3.2. Statistical Prediction Model

For the statistical prediction model, quantile regression of TH on CW was conducted
based on the allometric tree model with Huxley’s relative growth function in logarithmic
form,InTH = A 4+ BIn CW. Quantiles of 0.05, 0.5, and 0.95 were obtained, and the results
are summarized in Table 1. The p-values for both coefficients and constants were below
0.001, demonstrating the validity of the quantile regression. Notably, a lower value of B
was calculated for the 0.95 quantile compared to the value of B at quantiles 0.05 and 0.5,
indicating that the estimation of TH at the 0.95 quantile could not reflect a TH increment
relative to increasing CW.
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Table 1. Summary of quantile regressions for TH prediction.

Quantile A Std. Err. p-Value B Std. Err. p-Value
0.05 1.8284 0.0374 >0.0001 0.1968 0.0336 >0.0001
0.5 2.1874 0.0156 >0.0001 0.1400 0.0140 >0.0001
0.95 2.4822 0.0225 >0.0001 0.0722 0.0203 0.0004

Estimated TH values for the detected CW and quantile regression lines are depicted in
Figure 6a. The 0.05 and 0.95 quantiles are the estimated boundaries for the tree allometric
prediction. As analyzed, the line of the 0.95 quantile was relatively flatter compared to
others. Their margins relative to the median (quantile 0.5) were within 2 m, which was an
acceptable range considering the uncertainties in the measurements. Figure 6b illustrates
the LiDAR-measured TH for validation. As expected, most validation data tress fell within
the 0.05 and 0.95 quantiles.

8 .

6 ® LiDAR measured TH
Quantile: 0.95

4 Quantile: 0.5
Quantile: 0.05

2 2
1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4 5 6
CW/[m] CW [m]

Figure 6. Results of quantile regression of TH on CW using scatter plots with the (a) prediction and
(b) validation dataset.

3.3. Tree Allometric Prediction

The 0.05, 0.5, and 0.95 quantile lines for DBH were acquired from the predicted TH
values using the TH-DBH relationship equation. The prediction results and measured
DBH values are plotted in Figure 7 as functions of CW. Most of the measured DBH values
lie within the predicted 0.05 and 0.95 quantiles. In addition, the predicted 0.5 quantile
line is consistent with the 0.5 quantiles from the measured DBH. Therefore, the developed
statistical prediction model was applicable for TH and DBH prediction with the estimated
CW by the aerial images.
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Figure 7. Diameter at breast height (DBH) prediction results and comparison with the measured DBH.
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3.4. Simulation with Predicted Fuel Information

To discuss applicability for wildfire research, the predicted fuel information using
the proposed method was used for WFDS calculations as an example of application. The
simulated domain was a fraction of the entire test site and covered an area of 30 x 20 m, and
LiDAR point cloud data for the area is shown in Figure 8a. LIDAR-detected solid surfaces
were classified into terrain and fuel, and the fuel mass information for the detected fuel
volume was implemented into WFDS (Figure 8b) using the crown bulk density of Korean
P. densiflora considering the forest age class. The fuel information predicted using the
proposed model was also expressed in a WFDS calculation domain (Figure 8c). An ellipsoid
tree shape was assumed, and fuel mass was obtained using the allometric prediction and
vertical tree distribution of Korean P. densiflora [43]. In Figure 8, orthophoto-based fuels
in the WFDS calculation domain had lower crown base height and were located closer to
the base height compared to LiDAR-based fuels. For both cases, the same surface fuel was
assumed. Line ignition on the surface fuel was applied where 3 m/s wind entered the
calculation domain. The average slope of terrain was 18°. To minimize the effect of mesh
size, fine mesh criteria were followed according to a reference guide [44]. The mesh size for
the simulation was 0.2 m.

Figure 8. (a) LiDAR point clouds and WFDS simulation domains using (b) LiDAR-based and
(c) orthophoto-based fuel information.

Both cases had similar crown fire transition locations. The fire spread rate and strength
were also similar to each other as the total heat release rate (HRR) and dry fuel mass loss
rate (MLR) were similar between the two cases, as depicted in Figure 9. Initially, flat rates
were observed because of a constant ignition source before the surface fire ignited. Subse-
quently, surface fire was initiated and intensified until it was self-sustaining. Afterward,
it was detached from the ignition source and moved forward for approximately 30 s in
simulation time. Simultaneously, the crown fuel was heated and partially combusted. At
approximately 45 s, HRR fluctuation increased owing to the ignition of the crown fire.
Finally, stable MLR was observed after 50 s, indicating that the crown fire was fully devel-
oped. Notably, MLR increased after 65 s owing to the numerical instability caused by the
interference of mesh boundaries. Based on the results, we confirmed the validity of the
predicted fuel information for simulation as LiDAR-based data.
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Figure 9. Total heat loss rate and dry fuel mass loss rate.

Figure 10 provides a visualization of the simulation results at key moments, including
the surface fire, the transition to a crown fire, and a fully developed crown fire. Fuel is not
displayed to ensure clear visibility of the flame shape. During the surface fire phase, flames
leaned towards the ground and had a wide fire front influenced by the wind. Subsequently,
an unstable crown fire, similar to a shooting flame, was occasionally observed. Consequently,
the crown fire was fully developed. Notably, surface fires in both cases were similar because
terrain and fuel conditions were the same compared to the crown fuel information. The
visualized comparison showed that the fire exhibited similar behavior.

(a) LIDAR-based Fuel
t=40s

(b) Orthophoto-based fuel

t=155s|

t=70s

Figure 10. Visualized results of a WFDS simulation using varying fuel information: (a) LIDAR-based,
(b) orthophoto-based.
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4. Discussion
4.1. Machine Learning-Based Individual Tree Detection

To evaluate the effectiveness of mask R-CNN for individual tree detection in this study,
the performance was compared to that from previous research [45-49]. Considering the
widely accepted performance metric, the F1 score, the highest score of machine learning-
based methods was 0.95, which exceeded the highest scores reported in a recent study
utilizing traditional methods. Furthermore, the lowest scores obtained through machine
learning-based and traditional methods were >0.7 and approximately 0.4, respectively.
Although machine learning-based methods exhibited remarkable performance, the perfor-
mance of individual tree detection could be influenced by multiple factors, including tree
species and data quality [50]. Therefore, the average F1 score obtained in this study (0.775)
was reasonable and fell within the range of F1 scores achieved from other studies utilizing
machine learning-based methods.

4.2. TH Predictions Using Combined Data from UAV Images and Aerial LIDAR

Compared to the proposed methods, TH prediction using either UAV images or aerial
LiDAR alone had limitations. For TH prediction using UAV images, an additional CHM
was necessary to determine TH. If a CHM in the area of interest is not established, a CHM
should be established with structure from motion. The processing time and workload of
establishing a CHM from UAV imagery are high. Moreover, multispectral images were
required to achieve high performance for tree detection [48]. On the other hand, aerial
LiDAR allowed for light computation on CHM construction using point clouds, but the
horizontal information was less precise compared to that from UAV images [51]. As a
result, tree segmentation was not accurate for determining CW. Additionally, the covered
area of aerial LIDAR was smaller than that of UAV images.

The proposed method was based on a combined approach of using UAV images and
aerial LiDAR. Therefore, it did not require a pre-established CHM and high computational
resources. Additionally, the estimated CW was more reliable than in LiDAR-based esti-
mation. Consequently, a more rapid and cost-effective estimation of fuel information was
enabled with the statistical prediction model for TH prediction.

4.3. Uncertainties of Measurements and Predictions

In this study, we collected data using field-survey and remote-sensing techniques,
including aerial LiDAR and photography. Uncertainties were inevitable in the measure-
ments and calculation process; for example, the uncertainty of CW estimation should be
considered. The performance of machine learning-based tree detection was reasonable
for detecting tree position, but the estimation of the tree shape on an orthophoto was still
imperfect. Therefore, we estimated CW based on the equivalent diameter of estimated tree
envelopes. Although this approach was suitable for acquiring the tendency of CW, the
uncertainty of the calculation process was unavoidable.

Similarly, even the data collection process was conducted carefully to minimize uncer-
tainty caused by measurement procedures; the differences between field survey results and
remote sensing were observed. As depicted in Figure 11a, the measured TH from a field
survey and the TH obtained from the LiDAR point clouds were comparatively analyzed.
To facilitate this comparison, the differences were normalized with respect to the TH values
acquired through the field survey. The results showed that the mean LiDAR-measured TH
represented an overestimation of approximately 13%, and 80% of the LiDAR-measured TH
was within 20% of the field-surveyed TH error. This discrepancy was inevitable because of
the uncertainties in both field-survey and remote-sensing processes.
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Figure 11. Histogram of the normalized difference between (a) the field-surveyed and LiDAR-
measured TH, (b) the field-surveyed and the predicted TH.

During the field survey, TH measurement was conducted by triangulation from the
ground using a laser distance meter. This method, while effective in the field, is limited in
precisely identifying the highest point of trees from a surface. Moreover, the identified point
could be distorted due to variation in the observation position. Consequently, with the
triangulation using a laser distance meter, the typical measurement error is several meters.
Additionally, LIDAR measurements exhibit uncertainty. According to the manufacturer’s
specification, errors ideally fall within a few centimeters. However, climatic conditions
influence the uncertainty of LIDAR equipment. Considering the mean TH, which was
approximately 10 m, approximately 20% uncertainty was anticipated for TH.

Figure 11b shows the relative error histogram of the predicted TH with respect to
the field-surveyed TH. The distribution of the relative error was similar to that of the
normalized difference between the LIDAR-measured and field-surveyed TH. The predicted
TH was within the anticipated range of measurement uncertainty. Therefore, the quantile
regression yielded TH prediction with acceptable margins.

4.4. Alternative Prediction Model

Although the quantile regression result was acceptable compared to the uncertainty of
the procedure, a wide range of prediction was induced by the distribution of tree growth.
Analysis results showed that TH distribution closely matched the normal distribution
within the most frequently observed range of CW (2—4 m). Therefore, we employed
quantile regression to establish a prediction model and expected that the model would
provide accurate prediction boundaries. However, margins might become less accurate
beyond the observed region due to the sensitivity of margins of quantile regression to the
sample size. It explained the inappropriate shrinkage of margins in larger CW regions
where the sample size was limited.

To improve the prediction model, we examined alternative regression methods, and
one of these methods yielded remarkable outcomes. Bayesian regression is a probabilistic
approach grounded in the Bayes’ theorem of probability [52]. Typically, the analytic calcu-
lation of Bayesian regression is impractical for multiple parameters. Therefore, Bayesian
regression utilizes arbitrarily selected parameters within a pre-defined distribution and de-
rives approximate results through Bayes’ theorem [53]. Bayesian regression is particularly
valuable for predicting accurate probabilistic distributions based on a limited number of
samples. The results of Bayesian regression are depicted in Figure 12. Compared to quantile
regression, the mean prediction and lower boundary of 95% prediction were similar to



Forests 2023, 14, 2126

13 of 16

LiDAR-measured TH [m)]

=

o

=)}

o~
e

o0

6

the 0.5 and 0.05 quantiles, respectively. However, the upper boundary of 95% prediction
was significantly different. Although Bayesian regression is more suitable than quantile
regression for the probabilistic aspect, the uncertainty of approximative results should be
noted. Therefore, the results of Bayesian regression should be analyzed and evaluated in a
further study.

Quantile: 0.95

6 Quantile: 0.5
Quantile: 0.05
4 = = =05% prediction

= posterior mean
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CW[m] CW [m]

Figure 12. Bayesian regression results based on (a) prediction and (b) validation datasets.

4.5. Applicability for the Wildfire Research

Using the suggested methods, fuel information such as TH and DBH was collected
with margins of error. This predicted information could be utilized for a procedure requiring
tree metrics; for example, constructing a tree inventory. Furthermore, the current study
showed that the expensive and time-consuming LiDAR data collection can be applied to a
fraction of the entire area to develop a prediction model, and low-cost and efficient UAV
RGB imaging can gather useable information from the remaining areas for prediction. The
predicted results can then be used for wildfire research such as wildfire risk assessment. For
further elucidation, we conducted a three-dimensional wildfire simulation as an illustrative
example of applying predicted fuel information in risk assessment.

The simulation utilizing predicted fuel information exhibited a slight overestimation
of fire intensity. However, the results with the predicted fuel were within a reasonable
margin based on the fuel consumption rate and flame shapes compared to simulation
results with LIDAR-based fuel information. Although the validity of the proposed method
is limited to the current study, the proposed method for obtaining fuel information can be
reasonably used for WFDS fuel implementation.

4.6. The Limitations Related to Species Dependency

Based on the results in this study, it seems that using a machine-learning technique was
effective for individual tree detection. The allometric relationship between CW obtained
from machine-learning detection and LiDAR-measured TH were also established. However,
there are notable limitations to the proposed tree information detection technique. The
proposed technique must be further validated for various tree species because a single
species was used in the current study. Thus, the generalizability of the proposed methods
remains uncertain.

In the current study, crown contours were successfully segmented with individual tree
detection. Thus, the equivalent diameter of the contour could be adopted to represent CW.
On the contrary, improper separation of crown contours may induce inaccuracies in CW
determination. Moreover, trees with highly overlapping crowns can create a dense canopy
layer that obstructs laser penetration. It leads to a substantial loss of information below the
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canopy layer with airborne LiDAR point clouds. In such a case, TH measurement becomes
unfeasible with LiDAR due to the impossibility of terrain reconstruction. Fortunately,
trees characterized by extreme crown overlapping are not present. According to botanical
research, tree crowns naturally separate to allow for individual growth spaces [54,55]. How-
ever, this phenomenon, known as crown shyness, occasionally occurs on three-dimensional
surfaces depending on tree species [56]. The generalizability of our study for various tree
species should be assessed through additional research.

5. Conclusions

In this study, a method for tree detection and geometry prediction using UAV images
and LiDAR was proposed. Trees in images were properly detected and separated using
machine learning-based image segmentation, and the CW of trees were collected. To
establish the prediction model, TH were measured from three-dimensional information
captured by aerial LIDAR. Additionally, field-surveyed substantial fuel information, TH,
and DBH were utilized to validate the prediction model. With quantile regression and
Bayesian regression, CW correlated with TH in the statistical approach. The prediction
provided reasonable TH value ranges for various CW values considering the measurement
uncertainties. Additionally, a tree allometry model was developed to predict DBH for the
estimated TH. The validity of the model was confirmed by comparing the predicted DBH
quantiles with the measured DBH values. Although the prediction results were limited to
the study test site, the current study demonstrates the application of the model. LIDAR data
can be collected for a fraction of the area of interest to establish a prediction model, and UAV
RGB imaging can be used to collect fuel information (CW) from the remaining areas for TH
and DBH prediction. Using this method, the resources and time required for risk assessment
data collection can be significantly reduced. The fuel information obtained using the
proposed method can be used for fuel amount and distribution estimation and conveyed to
WEDS simulations. The results of this study provide cost-effective fuel prediction to assist
wildfire research. For example, it will be helpful for rapid risk assessment in extensive rural
and forest areas. Nevertheless, there are still remaining challenges related to evaluating the
generalizability of the suggested methods. Consequently, its applicability will be analyzed
for various tree species and within diverse forest types.
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