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Abstract: Accurate estimates of aboveground biomass (AGB) are crucial to assess terrestrial C-stocks
and C-emissions as well as to develop sustainable forest management strategies. In this study we used
Synthetic Aperture Radar (SAR) data acquired at L-band and the Landsat tree cover product together
with Moderate Resolution Image Spectroradiometer (MODIS) normalized difference vegetation index
(NDVI) time series data to improve AGB estimations over two study areas in southern Mexico.
We used Mexican National Forest Inventory (INFyS) data collected between 2005 and 2011 to calibrate
AGB models as well as to validate the derived AGB products. We applied MODIS NDVI time
series data analysis to exclude field plots in which abrupt changes were detected. For this, we used
Breaks For Additive Seasonal and Trend analysis (BFAST). We modelled AGB using an original
field dataset and BFAST-filtered data. The results show higher accuracies of AGB estimations
using BFAST-filtered data than using original field data in terms of R?> and root mean square error
(RMSE) for both dry and humid tropical forests of southern Mexico. The best results were found
in areas with high deforestation rates where the AGB models based on the BFAST-filtered data
substantially outperformed those based on original field data (R%gpast = 0.62 vs. Rzorig = 0.45;
RMSEggasT = 28.4 t/ha vs. RMSE,g = 33.8 t/ha). We conclude that the presented method shows
great potential to improve AGB estimations and can be easily and automatically implemented over
large areas.

Keywords: aboveground biomass; Mexico; remote sensing; time series; BFAST; MODIS NDVI; ALOS
PALSAR; Landsat tree cover

1. Introduction

Through the process of photosynthesis, vegetation absorbs CO, from the atmosphere and stores
carbon in the biomass of leaves, branches and stems. This can be summarized as aboveground biomass
(AGB), defined as the total amount of aboveground living organic matter in vegetation and expressed
as oven-dry tons per unit area [1]. Around 50% of dry aboveground biomass is carbon. Therefore, AGB
is one of the crucial parameters to assess terrestrial aboveground C-stocks and C-emissions caused by
deforestation and forest degradation. Since vegetation biomass affects a range of ecosystem processes
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such as carbon and water cycling, as well as energy fluxes, accurate AGB information is required for
the development of sustainable forest management strategies [2]. Sustainable forest management can
contribute to the reduction of carbon in the atmosphere by the decrease of emissions and the increase
of carbon storage (carbon sequestration in vegetation). Field measurements of vegetation parameters
(e.g., tree height, tree diameter, crown density) that can be further related with AGB are associated
with high costs (e.g., labour-intensive and time-consuming) and are limited to point measurements,
which may not adequately describe patterns at different spatial scales. Fortunately, rapid advances
in information technology have enabled woody vegetation parameters to be estimated from remote
sensing. In particular in tropical forests, remote sensing data provides spatially consistent information
for areas that are difficult to access.

Synthetic Aperture Radar (SAR) data have been shown to be useful for AGB estimation
across the landscape, e.g., [3-7]. Microwave signals have the capability to penetrate the vegetation
profile, reflecting the three-dimensional vegetation structure, and are useful for weather-independent
applications, as long wavelengths penetrate clouds. The interactions of the radar waves with vegetation
elements are determined by their size, shape, and dielectric properties. Long wavelengths (e.g., at
P-band and L-band) are more suitable for the retrieval of woody vegetation structure parameters (e.g.,
stem volume, AGB) because of their ability to penetrate deeper in forest canopies as compared to
short wavelengths (e.g., at X-band and C-band) [4,8,9], and thus to interact with large branches (in
order of the wavelength) and trunks. A key parameter obtained from SAR data, backscatter intensity,
measures the return of energy from a ground object and is determined by the physical (geometry of the
object) and electrical (dielectric constant, which is mostly determined by the water content) properties
of the target, as well as by the signal properties (e.g., frequency, polarization and angle of incidence
of the emitted wave) [10]. A further SAR parameter, interferometric coherence, can be calculated
using interferometry techniques (INSAR). Interferometric coherence represents a degree of correlation
between two acquisitions. In general, non-forest areas (e.g., urban areas, bare soil), typically stable over
time, have high coherence value. Since coherence is typically lower over forests (through an increase
of volume and corresponding temporal decorrelation), interferometric coherence can be used for the
mapping of forest/non-forest areas [11] as well as for AGB assessment [12,13]. Limitations of radar
data for AGB estimation are saturation as well as strong dependence on environmental conditions
(e.g., rain fall, and soil moisture conditions). The saturation level of the SAR signal for AGB estimation
depends on forest types and wavelengths and varies between 40-150 t/ha for L-band data ([9,14-18]).

Remote sensing data from optical sensors (e.g., Landsat, Moderate Resolution Image
Spectroradiometer (MODIS) are partly appropriate for AGB estimation. Optical data are sensitive
to vegetation density [19], which relates to AGB and saturates at high biomass values, e.g., [20,21].
Optical data from Landsat and MODIS are attractive as they are freely available and possess long
time series. Disadvantages in the use of optical data for AGB estimation are high cloud cover rates
over tropics, and strong dependence on environmental, seasonal and acquisition conditions (e.g., solar
zenith angle) [22].

The estimation of vegetation parameters (e.g., AGB, vegetation height, growing stock volume) can
be improved by the fusing of SAR imagery with optical data (e.g., from Landsat) and complementary
information such as altitude [23-27].

For the most commonly used parametric and non-parametric AGB models, calibration data
are needed. However, the reference data used for model calibration and product validation can
contain inaccurate measurements as well as outdated information [28]. For instance, if field plots
were sampled a few years earlier than the remote sensing data acquisition, changes (caused, e.g.,
by fire or deforestation) within the field plots are likely to occur. Accordingly, these outdated
calibration/validation data can lead to a reduction of model prediction performance and thus decrease
product accuracy. Time series analysis of remotely sensed data is recognized as a powerful tool to
monitor temporal dynamics in vegetation at different scales (from local to global) [29] and can be
used to identify, in an automatic way, reference data within which abrupt changes have occurred.
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The normalized difference vegetation index (NDVI) [30] is a vegetation index based on a combination
of red and near-infrared reflectance; it is sensitive to photosynthetically active vegetation and thus
often has been used for vegetation monitoring, e.g., [31,32]. Therefore, NDVI time series are one of
the important tools to monitor inter-annual and intra-annual variations over a vegetated area [33,34].
There exist a number of long-term NDVI products, which are mostly based on a combination of
different sensors. However, due to temporal inconsistency between the sensors, e.g., caused by orbital
shift [35], these NDVI products may possess sensor artefacts, which can cause misinterpretations using
time series analysis. By a comparison of three NDVI products derived from SPOT-VEGETATION,
MODIS, and Advanced Very High Resolution Radiometer (AVHRR), Horion et al. [34] concluded that
the MODIS-based NDVI product is more consistent over time than other two products and showed a
better potential to detect changes in tree cover in Sahel. Furthermore, MODIS NDVI data do not include
platform orbital shift, and possess higher spatial resolution compared to AVHRR- and SPOT-VGT
NDVI products.

In this study we investigated whether filtering of calibration data using change detection
information obtained from remotely sensed data can improve AGB model performance. This was
done by applying Breaks For Additive Seasonal and Trend (BFAST) analysis [36,37] on MODIS NDVI
time series data in order to exclude field inventory plots within which abrupt changes were detected.
We compared AGB estimates based on original reference data with results based on filtered reference
data from the time series analysis. Moreover, due to the fact that canopy density correlates with
aboveground biomass, we used the Landsat tree cover (TC) product [38] as an additional predictor layer
for SAR-based AGB models. Furthermore, we included altitude from the Shuttle Radar Topography
Mission (SRTM) Digital Elevation Model (DEM) in the AGB modelling. We modelled AGB using a
different number of input layers, e.g., using SAR backscatter intensities and interferometric coherences
separately and together with Landsat TC and SRTM DEM products, and assessed the modelling
performance. Our approach was tested over two study sites located in dry and humid tropical forests
in southern Mexico.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study Area

The two study areas are located in the United Mexican States (hereafter Mexico) and are shown in
Figure 1 together with the Advanced Land Observing Satellite’s Phased Array type L-band Synthetic
Aperture Radar (ALOS PALSAR) footprints (red and blue polygons). The first study area (Figure 1,
blue polygon, hereafter Campeche) is partly located in the National Park “Los Petenes-Ria Celesttiin”
in the Campeche and Yucatan federal states. The western part represents a mosaic of mudflats, mixed
with mangroves, while the eastern part of the study area is characterized by dry deciduous forests.
The climate in the region is tropical sub-humid, with yearly precipitation near 1000 mm, mostly
occurring during the summer; the average annual temperature is 26 °C [39]. The surface consists of a
coastal plain with some hills with an average elevation of 37.2 m and a standard deviation of 36.8 m.
The mean slope is 1.5° with a standard deviation of 1.8°.

The second study area is located in the Lacandon rain forest region in the north-western part of
the state of Chiapas (Figure 1, red polygon, hereafter Comillas), and extends over the Montes Azules
Biosphere Reserve and the communal lands of Marques de Comillas. The predominant vegetation
type in the region is tropical evergreen and semi-evergreen rainforests [40]. The climate is humid
tropical with the average annual temperature of 25 °C for the areas below 800 m [41]. Average annual
precipitation ranges from 2000 mm to 3500 mm, while the period between June and September is
characterized by pronounced rainfall, and the relatively dry period extends between February and
April [40,41]. An average elevation in the study area is about 280 m with a standard deviation of 195 m.
The mean slope is 5.5° with a standard deviation of 6.4°. Since the region has been treated as a main
source for timber [40], it was massively deforested since 1960s [41]. The mean deforestation rates
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for the Lacandon rain forests (except Marques de Comillas) estimated for the periods 1974-1981 and
1981-1991 were 2.1% and 1.6% per year [41], and 2.1% per year from 1990 to 2010 for the Marques de
Comillas region [42].
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Figure 1. Study areas. Forest type information provided by the Instituto Nacional de Estadistica y
Geografia (INEGI) landcover map series IV.

2.2. Earth Observation Data

2.2.1. SAR Data

ALOS PALSAR data with a wavelength of 23.6 cm were used in this study. The SAR data were
available in Single Look Complex (SLC) format acquired in the Fine Beam Single Polarization (FBS)
(i.e., single HH (horizontal send-horizontal receive) polarization) and Fine Beam Double Polarization
(FBD) (i.e., dual HH and HV (horizontal send-vertical receive) polarizations) modes with an incidence
angle of 34.3°. FBS data were collected from December to April between 2007 and 2011 and FBD
data were acquired from May to September between 2007 and 2010. Table 1 gives an overview of
the number of datasets used in this study. Both FBS and FBD data cover an area of approximately
70 km x 70 km. From the PALSAR SLC data backscatter intensities were calculated (Section 2.4.1).
Since some PALSAR data were acquired with a repetition of 46 days, interferometric coherences were
calculated from the FBS/FBD data, and used as predictors for AGB modelling.

Furthermore, slope-corrected and orthorectified PALSAR mosaics backscatter data [43] were
used as predictor variables in the AGB modelling (Table 1). PALSAR mosaics were available in
dual-polarization modes in HH/HV polarizations. The mosaics were built by Japan Aerospace
Exploration Agency (JAXA) using PALSAR backscatter data and partly consist of backscatters that
differ from the FBS and FBD data described above. The data were downloaded from the JAXA
server [44] at 50 m spatial resolution.
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Table 1. Earth observation data used in the study.

Data Sets Campeche Comillas

L-band backscatter: L-band backscatter:

8 FBS (HH polarization) 12 FBS (HH polarization)

5 FBD (HH/HYV polarizations) 9 FBD (HH/HYV polarizations)
SAR data 4 PALSAR mosaics (HH/HV 4 PALSAR mosaics (HH/HV

polarizations) polarizations)

L-band coherence: L-band coherence:

3 FBS pairs (HH polarization) 6 FBS pairs (HH polarization)

2 FBD pairs (HH/HV polarizations) 4 FBD pairs (HH/HV polarizations)
Optical data Landsat tree cover 2005

MODIS NDVI from 2005 to 2011

Ancillary data SRTM DEM altitude 2000 (1 arc-s)

2.2.2. Optical Data

As canopy density correlates with AGB, Landsat Tree Cover product (TC) for 2005 Version 3 [38]
was used in AGB modelling as an additional explanatory variable (Table 1). Sexton et al. [38]
rescaled MODIS Vegetation Continuous Fields (VCF) (University of Maryland, College Park, MD,
USA) Tree Cover [45] using circa 2005 Landsat imagery. Landsat TC product exhibits consistency
with MODIS VCF product with improvements in discrimination of forest patches in fragmented
landscapes [38]. The generated Landsat TC product for 2005 was validated with independent LiDAR
measurements collected over Costa Rica, Utah, California and Wisconsin and possessed an average
RMSE of 17.4% [38].

For the time series data analysis, MODIS NDVI 16-daily product at 250 m spatial resolution
(MOD13Q1) product [46] was used (Table 1). The time series data from January 2005 to December 2011
with the quality flags of 0 (i.e., “good data: use with confidence”) were selected. To gap-fill NDVI time
series a linear interpolation between neighbouring values was applied [47]. MODIS NDVI time series
data analysis for change detection is further described in Section 2.4.2.

2.3. INFyS Data

The reference INFyS data were collected between 2005 and 2011 by Comisién Nacional Forestal
(CONAFOR) of Mexico [48]. The sampling plot consisted of a single circular plot with a radius
of 56.42 m covering an area of 1 ha and comprising four sub-plots with an area of 400 m? (0.04 ha).
The plot design of INFyS data is similar to the United States Forest Service Forest Inventory and
Analysis program (FIA) [49]. From the central sub-plot three further sub-plots at an azimuth of 0°,
120° and 240° were defined. The plots are sampled over the whole country using rectangular grid
with a distance between single plots varying from 5 km (in tropical and temperate forests) to 20 km
(in arid regions). Within each sub-plot different biophysical parameters (e.g., diameter at breast
height, tree height, etc.) were measured. AGB was calculated for each sub-plot using 339 species-
and genus-specific allometric models and wood densities [50] and then extrapolated to 1 ha. If more
than one model was available, the one with highest R? or with the closest regional relevance was
used. Due to the lack of allometries, especially in the tropical areas, also pan-tropical generalized
models [1,51] were used.

Over the first study area (Campeche) 28 plots were measured twice, i.e., in 2005 and 2011, and
13 plots were sampled once either in 2005 or in 2011. For the field plots which were measured twice a
mean value for two AGB estimates was calculated in order to reduce variations in the data, which can
be caused for instance by wrong measurements. We used data from 41 field plots (hereafter original
reference data) for AGB modelling (Section 2.4.3) and validation (Section 2.4.4) in Campeche study
area. In the Marques de Comillas region three plots have less than four sub-plots and three plots
were located on the steep slopes (greater than 15°) and were excluded from the calibration/validation
procedure. Twenty-five field plots were sampled twice either in 2005 or in 2011 and 16 once, resulting
in 41 plots which were used as original data. Field-based AGB estimates range from 0 to 130 t/ha and
from 0 to 170 t/ha in Campeche and Comillas study areas, respectively (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. AGB distribution over Campeche (left) and Comillas (right) study areas before (dark grey
bars) and after BEAST-filtering (light grey).

2.4. Processing Steps

This study is based on two main steps. Firstly, we identified forest inventory plots within which
abrupt changes were detected using MODIS NDVI time series and BFAST [36,37]. In the next step we
used multi-sensor remote sensing data and temporally stable inventory plots to model AGB. In the
following subsections a detailed description of each steps is presented (Figure 3).

Forest
l\fi(r?wDelie’\:iZ\s/I Inventory data ALOS PALSAR
(INFyS)
AGB estimation using Pre-processing
BFAST algorithm allometric equations (multi-looking, topographic/
for every plot radiometric corrections, geocoding)
1

Plot filtering:
mean 2005/2010;
BFAST-filtered

Backscatter,
coherence

/

Landsat VCF

/

Tree Cover

k-fold
cross-validation

g

SRTM DEM
1 arcsec

/

AGB modelling
(Random forests)

Figure 3. Flow chart of the data processing and analysis steps.
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2.4.1. SAR Data Processing

On the SLC level 1.1 datasets, a multi-look technique was firstly applied. The original spatial
resolution of FBS data in radar geometry was 4.68 m x 3.23 m in the range and azimuth directions,
respectively. The FBS data were therefore multi-looked by factors 1 and 2 in range and azimuth,
resulting in a multi-looked ground resolution of 8.3 m x 6.46 m. Using bilinear interpolation the
FBS data were oversampled to a pixel size of 6.25 m x 6.25 m. For FBD data, which original spatial
resolution in radar geometry was 9.37 m x 3.23 m in the range and azimuth directions, respectively,
multi-looking factors of 1 and 5 in range and azimuth were applied, resulting in a multi-looked
ground resolution of 16.63 m x 16.15 m. The FBD data were then oversampled to a pixel size
of 12.5 m x 12.5 m using bilinear interpolation. The multi-look images were radiometrically calibrated
using a sensor-specific calibration factor (—115 dB). Using SLC scene pairs, interferometric coherences
were calculated with similar multi-looking factors described above for FBS and FBD data. The SAR
parameters were terrain corrected and geocoded using SRTM DEM. The geocoded SAR parameters
were then normalized for topographic effects after Castel et al. [52]. The geocoded and terrain-corrected
SAR parameters with different pixel sizes were aggregated to a pixel size of 50 m using a block
averaging technique. The aggregation of pixels reduces the influence of speckle noise in the SAR data
and the co-registration uncertainty between reference and SAR data [4].

2.4.2. Change Detection Method of NDVI Time Series

To update calibration data and to exclude outdated field plots, we applied BFAST [36,37] to
detect plots within which abrupt changes in the remote data have been occurred, indicating potential
disturbance or land use change occurring in that particular plot. BFAST is a generic statistically based
change detection method developed for time series data, successfully validated for forest change [36]
as well as for the detection of phenological events [37]. The algorithm decomposes time series data
into trend, seasonal and noise components and detects changes within them. To test whether one
or more changes (i.e., breakpoints) in the trend component of time series are occurring, the ordinary
least squares (OLS) residual-based MOving SUM (MOSUM) test is applied [53]. By an indication
of significant change in the trend component, the breakpoints are estimated using the Bayesian
Information Criterion [36]. Verbesselt et al. [36] tested this approach using simulated NDVI time
series data with varying magnitude of seasonality and noise as well as using 16 day MODIS NDVI
imagery over a forested area in southern Australia. The both tests verified that the algorithm is able to
detect and characterize abrupt changes in trend component with robustness against noise and seasonal
changes. Furthermore, Dutrieux et al. [54] successfully applied this algorithm on MODIS NDVI data
to monitor forest cover loss in a tropical dry forest of Bolivia (overall accuracy of 87%).

We applied BFAST algorithm on MODIS NDVI 16-daily product at 250 m spatial resolution
over the field plot areas for a time frame between January 2005 and December 2011. We increased a
parameter / (i.e., “the minimal number of observations in each segment divided by the total length of
the time series” [55]) in the algorithm to 0.5 (default value 0.1) to reduce the number of breakpoints, i.e.,
only main big and confident changes were detected. Other parameters have been kept at the default
values. In the case of detecting a change (i.e., breakpoint) over a field plot from 2005 to 2011, the field
plot was excluded from the AGB model calibration/validation procedure.

2.4.3. AGB Modelling

AGB was modelled for two study areas using a non-parametric model, random forests algorithm
(RF) [56]. This machine learning method generates many regression trees with a random selection
of predictors at each node as well as with a random subset of samples for each tree with the aim
of avoiding overfitting. In order to calculate a single estimate, the predictions of each regression
tree are averaged [56]. The RF is a computational efficient and robust non-parametric model
and was successfully applied to map vegetation structure metrics (e.g., AGB, tree height) with
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high retrieval accuracy at large spatial scales, e.g., [19,23,57]. Our random forests were generated
with 500 regression trees.

We modelled AGB using three scenarios: (1) a scenario based on original reference data; (2) a
scenario based on BFAST-filtered reference data; and (3) a scenario based on random sampling of
the same number of observations from the unfiltered data as was used for the BEAST-filtered data.
The last scenario was conducted in order to show that the improvements in AGB estimations are
due to BFAST-filtering and not due to a reduced number of observations. The random sampling was
run 10 times. Furthermore, to investigate the impact of single predictor layers, we modelled AGB
using different input variables, e.g., based on PALSAR backscatter intensities, PALSAR interferometric
coherences only or in combination with Landsat TC and altitude from SRTM DEM.

2.4.4. k-Fold Cross-Validation

In order to estimate the accuracy of generated products, we applied the k-fold cross-validation
technique. Using this technique the dataset is randomly divided in a number of folds (in our case
we used 10 folds). One single fold is kept for model validation, while k-1 folds are used for model
calibration. This procedure is then repeated k times until all folds have been used as calibration and
validation data. All k estimates are finally summarized and a linear regression with the coefficient of
determination (R?), root mean square error (RMSE) and bias between predicted and observed data
is calculated. The benefit of this validation technique is that each observation will be used once for
calibration and validation, so that the dataset is completely validated.

3. Results

The primary objective of this study was to determine whether AGB estimations can be improved
by combining multi-sensor remote sensing data and MODIS NDVI time series data. To address this
question, we applied the BFAST algorithm on MODIS NDVI time series. The field plots, where abrupt
changes were detected, were excluded from the model calibration and products validation. In Figure 4
an example of such a field plot is illustrated, showing Google Earth imagery from 2005 and 2011 over
a sample plot in the Campeche region where abrupt changes caused by deforestation have occurred.
A corresponding BFAST graph for this field plot, consisting of NDVI values (Y1), and seasonal (St),
trend (Tt) and noise (et) components, presents the detection of abrupt changes in the trend component
(Figure 4, below).

We modelled AGB using original, BFAST-filtered and randomly filtered reference data as well
as using different predictor variables (Section 2.4.3). Using the BFAST algorithm, six and 18 plots
were excluded in the Campeche and Comillas study areas, respectively. Accordingly, 35 and 23
BFAST-filtered field plots for Campeche and Comillas were used for AGB modelling. In order to ensure
that improvements in AGB estimations are not due to a reduced number of calibration data but due to
BFAST, we modelled AGB with 35 and 23 randomly sampled calibration data plots for the Campeche
and Comillas study sites, respectively. This random sampling was applied 10 times. The statistics
computed using modelled and reference AGB estimates are shown in Figure 5 for the Campeche and
Comillas study areas, respectively. The bars by randomly filtered data indicate mean values with
the standard deviation shown as error bars. Compared to the results based on the original reference
data, AGB estimates based on BFAST-filtered reference data exhibit 8% and 38% higher R? values
for the Campeche (Rzorig = 0.65 vs. R%gpast = 0.7) and Comillas (Rzorig = 0.45 vs. R%gpast = 0.62)
study regions, respectively, when using all predictor variables. For the Campeche study area the AGB
estimates based on BFAST-filtered data show a slightly lower RMSE compared to the results based on
the original reference data. For the Comillas study area the RMSE decreases substantially by around
16% (RMSEyig = 33.78 t/ha vs. RMSEppast = 28.4 t/ha). AGB estimates based on randomly filtered
data showed in most cases the lowest mean R? as well as the highest mean RMSE for both study areas
compared to two other scenarios (Figure 5). This indicates that the improvements in AGB estimations
are caused not by the reduction of the sample size in the unfiltered data, but by the application of
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BFAST-filtering. In terms of bias, the results based on BFAST-filtered data showed generally higher
bias values than those based on original INFyS data for both test sites.

The reason for this can be that the original data contains lower AGB values (Figure 2), which can
introduce a low bias in the training set.

Direct comparisons of the performance of AGB models based on original and BFAST-filtered
data and all available predictor layers for the Campeche and Comillas study areas are shown in
Figures 6 and 7 (note: 1 ha field inventory plot was covered by four satellite imagery pixels with a
spatial resolution of 50 m). In the Campeche study area, only within six field plots abrupt changes
were detected and the corresponding number of plots was screened out. This results in a similar
distribution of points in the scatterplots with similar statistical metrics (Figure 6). In this region
BFAST excluded primarily outlier and mixed pixels in the low AGB range, which have changed
over time. In contrast, in the Comillas region, where the deforestation activities have been observed
since the 1960s [41,42], 18 field plots were excluded from the calibration data. In Comillas BFAST
removed outlier and mixed pixels at low biomass range as well as plots with high biomass (>100 t/ha),
indicating deforestation/forest degradation within those field plots (Figure 7). Accordingly the
model performance is improved significantly in terms of R* and RMSE. The point distributions along
the 1:1 line in Figures 6 and 7 showed typical under-/over-estimation patterns for tree-based regression
models, as the predictions of such tree-based models are computed as the average values of the
regression trees within each node [56,57]. Moreover, a lower prediction performance at high biomass
ranges (over 100 t/ha) for both study sites can be additionally caused by reaching the saturation level
of the SAR signal.

12 Jan 2005 2 Apr 2011

BFAST Plot

: Y NN AWAVARE:
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Figure 4. Google Earth imagery from 2005 and 2011 over a field plot (red polygon) showing an
example of abrupt changes (above) and corresponding BFAST plot (below) with NDVI values (Yt),
and seasonal (St), trend (Tt) and noise (et) components.
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Figure 5. R?, RMSE and bias between estimated and observed AGB using different reference data
and predictor variables over Campeche (a) and Comillas (b) study areas. P: FBD and FBD PALSAR
backscatter; M: PALSAR mosaic backscatter; CC: PALSAR interferometric coherence; TC: Landsat

Tree Cover.
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BFAST-filtered (right) NFI data in Campeche study area. Dotted line is the 1:1 line.
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Figure 7. Comparisons of observed and predicted AGB estimates based on original (left) and
BFAST-filtered (right) NFI data in Comillas study area. Dotted line is the 1:1 line.

To investigate the impact of a single predictor on AGB modelling, we estimated AGB using, e.g.,
PALSAR backscatter intensities or interferometric coherences separately as well as in combination with
further parameters. The inclusion of additional predictor layers (e.g., Landsat TC, SRTM DEM) with
SAR products improves AGB estimations and they achieve the highest accuracy (in terms of R? and
RMSE) when all predictors are used for all three scenarios: i.e., using original INFyS, BFAST-filtered
and randomly filtered data (Figure 5). These results based on the multi-sensor combination are in
agreement with previous studies, e.g., [23,25,27].

4. Discussion

The accuracy of AGB estimates based on original data is consistent with the results produced by
the authors of [25] in terms of statistical metrics (R? = 0.52 [25] vs. R? = 0.55 (mean for Campeche and
Comillas); RMSE = 28.2 t/ha [25] vs. RMSE = 23.8 t/ha (mean for Campeche and Comillas)), while
AGB estimates based on BFAST-filtered plots produce more accurate estimates.

The use of MODIS NDVI time series data to detect areas with abrupt changes has the advantage
of being fully automated and so can be applied over large areas. Nevertheless, we cannot exclude the
confounding influence of the false detection of abrupt changes over field plots, bearing in mind a lower
spatial resolution of a MODIS NDVI pixel compared to the plot area (250 m vs. 100 m), and the possible
influence of clouds and cloud shadows. Earth observation data at higher spatial resolution (e.g.,
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Landsat) are limited for the calculation of seasonal trends over large areas taking into account cloud
cover, SLC-off gaps, as well as restricted access to the whole Landsat archive. However, the launch
of the ESA Sentinel-1/Sentinel-2 satellites with free-of-charge imagery opens new perspectives for
time series analysis at high spatial resolution. A multi-sensor combination of Landsat and Sentinel-2
time series data as well as fusion with SAR imagery [58] has great potential to enhance time series
analysis both in spatial detail and in temporal coverage, potentially leading to a near—real-time forest
monitoring system. The inclusion of additional predictor layers (e.g., interferometric coherence,
Landsat TC) leads to an improvement of AGB modelling, and the highest prediction performance
was achieved when all available predictor variables were used for both test sites. In the Campeche
study site, FBS and FBD PALSAR backscatters showed a lower prediction performance compared to
four yearly PALSAR mosaic backscatters and interferometric coherences (Figure 5a). The most likely
reason is that only five dual-polarized (FBD) backscatter images were available, while one annual
PALSAR mosaic consists of different FBD data and may contain additional information. Furthermore,
as was shown in Siberia [7], PALSAR coherence was a more important predictor variable than PALSAR
backscatter for AGB assessment at a low biomass range (up to 60 t/ha). In the Campeche region,
mean field-estimated AGB is around 35—40 t/ha, so L-band interferometric coherences could better
explain the AGB distribution than backscatter intensities. However, in the Comillas study site, where a
dense stack of L-band backscatters (nine dual-polarized (FBD) together with 12 single-polarized (FBS)
backscatters) were available, the backscatter-based AGB model outperformed the models based on
PALSAR mosaic backscatters and coherence data (Figure 5b). Moreover, this region exhibits higher
AGB distribution (up to 150 t/ha) than Campeche, which can further restrict the use of interferometric
coherence in this area. However, SAR-based AGB estimates (i.e., based on PALSAR backscatter,
coherence and PALSAR mosaic backscatter) exhibit only slightly lower R? (R?sag = 0.65 vs. R%; = 0.7
for Campeche and R?saR = 0.54 vs. R?,j; = 0.62 for Comillas), suggesting that L-band SAR data alone
would be appropriate for AGB modelling in these tropical dry and humid forests.

The results in the Comillas region are less accurate than in Campeche in terms of statistical metrics
due to the several reasons. Firstly, in the Comillas study area tropical rain forests with a higher AGB
distribution have occurred, which restricts the use of L-band data in these dense forests. Furthermore,
the average annual precipitation in Comillas is more than twice that in Campeche (2000-3500 mm vs.
1000 mm). This leads not only to an increased water content in tree crowns but also to an increased soil
moisture, which further limits SAR data for AGB modelling. Finally, the Campeche region is located
on a coastal plain with a flat terrain, while in Comillas site hills with partly steep slopes (>15°) are
present, which not only restricts SAR data but also can increase geolocation and measurement errors of
field data. Collectively, these factors (e.g., denser, moister forests in complex terrain) lead to a decrease
of AGB modelling performance in the region.

Moreover, we observed in both study sites an underestimation of AGB modelling for the range
higher than 100 t/ha (Figures 6 and 7). From one side it is caused by the L-band signal saturation that
occurs in this range. From the other side it is caused by the tree-based regression model itself, as the
predictions of the random forest model are computed as the average values of the regression trees
within each node [56,57]. Finally, due to the global acquisition strategy implemented by JAXA [59], the
L-band cross-pol data (HH/HYV polarizations) were acquired between May and September during
the rainy season in Mexico. During this season, the water content in vegetation and soil moisture is
increased and accordingly limits the use of HV SAR backscatter, which correlates stronger with the
vegetation structure than HH SAR backscatter [60,61]. In general, AGB estimations are restricted by
possible geolocation inaccuracies of the field data as well as by the fact that the total sampled area
of 0.16 ha was extrapolated to 1 ha. However, these sources of errors have an impact on general AGB
estimations (i.e., using three scenarios) and not on BFAST-filtering, since the same reference datasets
were used for filtering.



Forests 2016, 7, 169 13 of 16

5. Conclusions

In this study we showed the improvements in AGB estimations by the filtering of calibration
data using change detection information derived from time series analysis of remote sensing data.
Our results indicate that MODIS NDVI time series data can be used to identify temporally stable field
inventory data, which improves the performance of AGB estimations. The method was evaluated
in two study areas in the tropical dry and humid forests of Mexico. Especially the performance of
time series analysis was noticeable better in the Comillas region, which possesses high deforestation
rates [42]. Moreover, we showed that the improvements in AGB estimations are caused by the
application of BFAST-filtering and not by the reduction of the calibration data as shown for randomly
selected data. Furthermore, results based on the combination of different predictor layers (i.e.,
SAR backscatter, interferometric coherence, Landsat TC, SRTM DEM) showed more accurate AGB
estimations than those based on a single variable, providing additional explanatory information.

We showed that the filtering of reference data is an important step to improve AGB estimations
using remotely sensed imagery. We argue that the presented method shows great potential to enhance
AGB estimations and can be easily and automatically implemented over large areas (at national or
biome scales).
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