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Abstract: Submerged aquatic vegetation (SAV) carry out important biological functions in freshwater
systems, however, uncontrolled growth can lead to many negative ecologic and economic impacts.
Radiation availability is the primary limiting factor for SAV and it is a function of water transparency
measured by Kd(PAR) (downwelling attenuation coefficient of Photosynthetically Active Radiation)
and depth. The aim of this study was to develop a Kd(PAR) and depth based model to estimate the
height of submerged aquatic vegetation in a tropical oligotrophic reservoir. This work proposed a
new graphical model to represent the SAV height in relation to Kd(PAR) and depth. Based on the visual
analysis of the model, it was possible to establish a set of Boolean rules to classify the SAV height
and identify regions where SAV can grow with greater or lesser vigor. Kd(PAR) was estimated using a
model based on satellite data. Overall, the occurrence and height of SAV were directly influenced
by the Kd(PAR), depending on the depth. This study highlights the importance of optical parameters
in examining the occurrence and status of SAV in Brazilian Reservoirs. It was concluded that the
digital model and its graphical representation overcomes the limitations found by other researchers
to understand the SAV behavior in relation to those independent variables: depth and Kd(PAR).

Keywords: remote sensing; water quality; inland waters; Boolean classification; echosounder data

1. Introduction

Reservoirs are constructed for many purposes, including flood prevention, irrigation, navigation,
functioning as a drinking water supply, fishing, recreation and power generation. According to
Wetzel [1], reservoirs are intermediate systems between rivers and natural lakes in terms of their
morphology, hydrology, nutrient loadings and cycling, and sources of organic matter. They are similar
to dynamic lakes; however, a significant portion of their volume has the characteristics and biological
functions of a river [1]. The main primary producers in reservoirs are the same as found in rivers and
lakes: phytoplankton, photoautotrophic bacteria, periphytic algae, and floating, submerged or fixed
rooted macrophytes [2].

Submerged aquatic vegetation (SAV) is vital in maintaining biodiversity in reservoirs, lakes and
other freshwater systems because of their numerous functions such as influencing nutrient cycling,
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maintaining water and sediment chemistry, providing food and shelter, and increasing the habitat
complexity [3]. On the other hand, unregulated growth of SAV can lead to many negative ecologic
and economic impacts on reservoir functions affecting water-based navigation, the water quality
and supply, power generation, irrigation, fisheries, recreation, human and animal health, and land
values [4,5]. The primary productivity of SAV is limited by several factors such as temperature,
radiation availability, stream velocity, water level variation, nutrient concentration, competition for
space, and inorganic carbon [6–8]. However, radiation availability is the main limiting factor for
submerged aquatic macrophytes [9–16].

The most reliable estimate of the light requirement by SAV can be determined by comparing in situ
depth distribution of SAV with the diffuse attenuation coefficient of downwelling irradiance (Kd) [17].
Kd controls the propagation of light through water [14]. It is possible to quantify the presence of light in
different depths by using Kd estimates and determining the depth of the euphotic zone [18,19], which
in turn controls the presence or absence of SAV [15,16].

Several biophysical characteristics of the SAV can be related to light availability. Havens [10]
studied SAV biomass and their relationship with environmental variables in Lake Okeechobee (USA)
and observed that the low SAV biomass may be due to the influence of suspended solids on underwater
irradiance field, as well as the high water level. Similarly, the biomass and the maximum depth of
macrophytes colonization were studied by Hudon et al. [20] in the St. Lawrence River and Ottawa
River (Canada). They concluded that the maximum depth of SAV colonization could be predicted
from the light extinction coefficient (K), calculated as the slope of the natural log transformed values of
light penetration at increasing depth (IZ), divided by surface light intensity (I0). The total biomass of
macrophytes was related to the exposure to wind and waves, plant growth forms, water depth, and
light intensity.

Vestergaard and Sand-Jensen [21] examined the relationship between environmental factors
and the richness of the submerged macrophytes in Danish lakes (Denmark). The mean species
richness increased significantly with increasing transparency. Depth limits for growth of eelgrass
(Zostera marina) and macroalgae increased linearly with the transparency in Danish coastal waters [22].
An inverse relationship between SAV height and attenuation of photosynthetic active radiation (Kd(PAR))
was observed in a study by Rotta et al. [15]. The study found that the locations with high transparency
(low Kd(PAR))) in the Nova Avanhandava Reservoir (Brazil) favored the development of tall SAV
compared to areas with high Kd(PAR).

It is known that the radiation availability for the SAV growth is a function of (a) water transparency,
efficiently measured by Kd(PAR), and (b) depth, since the greater the depth, the lower the radiation
availability. The submerged relief (bathymetry) is usually known in the Brazilian reservoirs, and the Kd
can be estimated by using existing empirical algorithms or quasi-analytical algorithms (QAA) based
on multispectral images such as OLI/Landsat-8 and MSI/Sentinel-2 [23–26]. Despite this, there is
no simple way to classify regions with a greater chance of finding taller SAV. In other words, there
is still no easy and fast solution to produce a map showing the spatial distribution of SAV heights
in a reservoir; such information would be highly valuable for the management of aquatic vegetation
in reservoirs.

Some questions still remain when one examines the effect of the water column depth and Kd(PAR)
on the SAV height, such as, in the high transparency (or low transparency) condition, what is the
influence of depth on the SAV height? At a given depth, what is the relationship between Kd(PAR) and
the SAV height? In which situations does one variable stand out from the other? In short, how does
one associate depth and attenuation to predict where SAV can grow with greater or lesser vigor? SAV
height, Kd(PAR) and spatial distributions of water depth, usually represented in a spatial database as
layers, not showing the relationship among them, hampering information acquisition about the SAV
quantity. This work proposes a new graphical model to represent the SAV height in relation to Kd(PAR)
and depth, aiming at answering the questions raised before and, then, provide relevant information
about the SAV in the reservoir. The main objective is to classify the region, where transparency
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and water depth are combined making them ideal for SAV growth. The specific objectives were (i)
to estimate the Kd(PAR) using a model based on satellite imagery; and (ii) to investigate the spatial
distribution of SAV height and depth based on echosounder data acquired in the field.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study Area

The study was conducted in a section of the Nova Avanhandava Reservoir, indicated with the
red dashed rectangle in Figure 1. Nova Avanhandava Reservoir is located in the cascading system
of the Tietê River, in São Paulo State, Brazil. Nova Avanhandava located in Buritama city started
its operation in 1982. The concrete dam is 2038 m in length. It has a flooded area of 210 km2 and
volume of 2.8 × 109 m3. The region’s economy is primarily based on agriculture and cattle farming,
with significant acreage covering sugarcane crop [27]. This reservoir is used mainly for hydropower
generation, transportation of agricultural products, irrigation, fishing and public and industrial
provisioning [28]
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Figure 1. The study area in (a) Brazil and (b) the São Paulo state. (c) Nova Avanhandava Reservoir
and the actual research site indicated with the dashed red rectangle (Bonito River). Downstream and
upstream regions are indicated in (c). Image: SPOT- 6 bands 2, 1, 0 as RGB (July 9th, 2013; WGS-84;
UTM Zone 22S).

Nova Avanhandava is a run-of-river reservoir. Therefore, the water level changes within any
given year are not significative. A study conducted by Cavenaghi et al. [29] in Nova Avanhandava
reservoir showed that the SAVs of greater importance are Egeria densa and Egeria najas. Based on
the field campaign, Egeria spp. was predominant in the entire studied area (Bonito River) and TSS
(Total Suspended Solids) of 0.5–3.9 mg L−1 and Chl-a (Chlorophyll-a concentration) of 3.0–19.8 µg L−1

were observed. The study of SAV in Nova Avanhandava can bring important contributions since the
growth of this kind of vegetation can either benefit or damage the reservoir’s operation. According to
Velini et al. [30], aquatic vegetation can be necessary as a source of O2, food and shelter for aquatic life,
however, large masses of these macrophytes can make navigation, fishing, and recreation harder, and
can obstruct turbine water inlets in hydroelectric power plants.
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2.2. Field Campaign and Data Analysis

The data were acquired in two field campaigns. The first campaign was held between June 28th
and 30th and the second on July 4th and 5th 2013. The field campaigns were chosen based on the
local weather when cloud cover was low. The optical data collected in the first campaign were used to
calculate the remote sensing reflectance (Rrs) and diffuse the attenuation coefficient of PAR (Kd(PAR)).
In the second field campaign, the echosounder data were collected to measure the depth and SAV
height in the study area.

2.2.1. Optical Data

TriOS/RAMSES (ACC-VIS and ARC-VIS) optical sensors (http://www.trios.de; Rastede,
Germany) were used in the field campaign to measure the downwelling irradiance (Ed) and upwelling
radiance (Lu). Both hyperspectral UV/VIS irradiance and radiance sensors have 190 channels between
320 and 950 nm, and a spectral sampling of 3.3 nm with a wavelength accuracy of 0.3 nm. Hyperspectral
Ed data were collected at various depth intervals, Ed(Z), in the water column up to about 1% of Ed(0-)
(downwelling irradiance just below the water surface), at 10 sampling stations in optically deep water,
i.e., regions with reflectance without a bottom signal, as shown in Figure 2.Remote Sens. 2019, 11, 317 5 of 21 
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Rrs was calculated using the upwelling radiance just below-surface (Lu(λ)(0-)) and downwelling
irradiance above-surface (Ed(λ)), based on Dall’olmo and Gitelson [31] and Gitelson et al. [32]:

Rrs(λ) =
Lu(λ)

Ed(λ)

t
n2 Fi (1)

where, t is the transmittance at air-water interface (0.98), n is the refractive index of water relative to air
(1.33), and Fi is the spectral immersion coefficient (λ dependent) (~1.7). To predict the Rrs(λ) signal that
would be recorded by the satellite sensor at each channel centered at wavelength λ, weighted averages
of each Rrs spectrum were calculated by using the spectral band responses of SPOT-6 as weights [33]:

RSPOT
rs (λ) =

∑λ Rrs(λ)× S(λ)
∑λ S(λ)

(2)

where, S(λ) is the SPOT-6 spectral response function, and RSPOT
rs (λ) is the predicted Rrs.

According to Kirk [14], photosynthetic pigments absorb light energy from the underwater light
field in the visible spectrum from 400 to 700 nm range (Photosynthetically Active Radiation (PAR)).
Ed of PAR (Ed(PAR)) was estimated by integrating the Ed ranging from 400 to 700 nm. Kd(PAR) was
estimated based on Mobley [34]:

Ed(PAR)(Z) = Ed(PAR)(0−)e
−Kd(PAR) Z (3)

where, Ed(PAR)(z) is the Ed(PAR) at depth Z, Ed(PAR)(0−) is the Ed(PAR) just below the surface, and Z
is depth.

Kd(PAR) can be derived as:

Kd(PAR) =
ln Ed(PAR)(0−) − ln Ed(PAR)(Z)

Z
(4)

2.2.2. Echosounder Data

Hydroacoustic measurements were collected by a DT-X scientific echosounder (http://www.
biosonicsinc.com/; Biosonics, Seattle, WA, USA) and used to acquire the SAV height, depth and
position data at study area, between July 4th and 5th, 2013. Echosounder data recorded in numerous
transects were represented as red lines in Figure 2. The echosounder data were visualized and recorded
in real time via a laptop using the Visual Acquisition software, Biosonics [35], which displays an
echogram with the depth and SAV height. The sensor emits 10 acoustic pulses per second. The stored
data were processed through the EcoSAV software, Biosonics [36]. Each set of 10 pulses yields a
line in an ASCII file that contains the day, hour, position (lat., long.), depth (m), coverage (%), and
mean height of the SAV. The echosounder data were collected considering an appropriate spatial
distribution, with more than 15,000 sample points in the entire study area. The echosounder was
calibrated as per the Biosonics recommendations [37] using a standard target sphere of known target
strength (TS). The echosounder data was not compared with actual in situ measurement of SAV,
because the Biosonics DT-X sensor and software have been evaluated in other studies. Sabol et al. [38]
used divers to measure the distance between the transducer face, top of the SAV canopy, and the
bottom. Close agreement between true SAV height and the hydroacoustic estimates was found,
with R2 of 0.78. Chamberlain et al. [39] also found similar agreement between ground-truth and
hydroacoustic datasets.

2.3. Kd(PAR) Mapping

SPOT-6 image is comprised of bands B0 (455–525 nm), B1 (530–590 nm), B2 (625–695 nm) and B3
(760–890 nm). The predicted SPOT-6 bands (RSPOT

rs (λ)) were used for the Kd(PAR) model calibration.
Linear regressions were tested between Kd(PAR) and RSPOT

rs (λ) (visible bands). The best model was

http://www.biosonicsinc.com/
http://www.biosonicsinc.com/
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selected based on the coefficient of determination (R2) and the Root-Mean-Square-Error (RMSE) [26].
Due to the low number of samples for model calibration, the Leave-One-Out Cross Validation (LOOCV)
method was used to evaluate the models, so that it was not necessary to split samples for validation.
In LOOCV, the model is calibrated using all data with the exception of one point, then the mean squared
error is computed based on this point [40,41]. The Kd(PAR) model was applied to the atmospherically
corrected SPOT-6 image producing a thematic map.

The SPOT image was acquired for the Nova Avanhandava Reservoir at 13:08:43 (GMT) on
July 9th, 2013 across an angle of −6.6002◦ and along an angle of 19.1336◦, in WGS-84 coordinate
system. The atmospheric correction of SPOT-6 image was performed using FLAASH - an atmospheric
correction tool based on MODTRAN4 (MODerate spectral resolution atmospheric TRANsmittance
algorithm and a computer model) [42]. Parameters to characterize the atmospheric conditions and
illumination/viewing geometry at the time of image acquisition were incorporated in FLAASH. Others
input parameters were set as follows: initial visibility of 70 km, sensor altitude of 695 km, ground
elevation of 362 m, zenith angle of 161.5◦ and azimuth angle of 195◦.

2.4. Depth and SAV Height Mapping

Depth and SAV heght data acquired by echosounder were interpolated using the Kriging method.
Kriging is a geostatistical interpolator aiming to determine the spatial distribution and variability of a
variable [43]. Echosounder data were recorded in numerous transects according to red lines in Figure 2.
All the 23 × 103 sample points were used for interpolation. Kriging interpolation of SAV distribution
can produce better predictions when compared with other non-geostatistical interpolations [44,45].

The anisotropy was checked based on the semivariogram in a different direction for each dataset.
A spatial phenomenon is considered anisotropic when its pattern of variability changes according
to the direction variation [46]. After confirming the anisotropy, the direction of the greater range or
variability was found. Semivariograms were calculated varying the direction in 45◦ based on the
greater range or sill and with a tolerance of 22.5◦. The size of the angular window for the experimental
variogram is defined by the tolerance. The tolerance of 22.5◦ was selected to ensure that the data
analyzed in one direction are not contained in the data analyzed in another direction. Since SAV
growth mostly occurs along the margins, the greater range on SAV height will occur in the same
direction of the river flow, that is, approximately 70◦ (with the North direction being 90◦). It is known
that the depth increases from the margin to the thalweg. Thus, greater variability in the 0◦ direction
was expected.

After its calculation, the experimental semivariograms must be fitted with any variogram, such as
linear, exponential, circular, etc. [46,47]. In this work, we used the exponential model for interpolating
the depth and SAV height. Finally, the anisotropy ratio and anisotropy angle based on the direction
of greater range or sill was defined. The fitted model based on the semivariogram was used in data
interpolation. The grid of each variable generated from the kriging method was sliced into different
thematic classes. Classes with intervals of 0.2 m for the SAV map were used. A last thematic class
greater than 2 m was established, since there were a few occurrences of SAV values taller than 2 m.
For depth map, classes up to 10 m with 1 m interval were used. A last thematic class greater than 10 m
was established since there was no occurrence of SAV beyond 10 m.

2.5. SAV Height Modeling

An analysis was performed to find out if the vegetation will grow less in low light, or if the plant
will grow more in terms of height to reach sufficient radiation for its development, and also how the
variations in both Kd(PAR) and depth together influence the SAV height. Therefore, the sample points
collected through the echosounder and the Kd(PAR) estimated by the empirical model were combined,
i.e., each sample point had Kd(PAR) data, besides depth and SAV height data.

The digital model used in the present work was visualized with graphical resources usually
used to characterize terrestrial surfaces such as temperature, altitude, etc. To produce this model,
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it was necessary to interpolate the SAV height sample datasets as a function of Kd(PAR) and depth,
instead of the usual X and Y coordinates. Thus, based on the presented solution, which is similar to a
Digital Surface Model (DSM), it was possible to use the available surface reconstruction tools such as
an inverse distance weighted (IDW) interpolation. The graphical representation was finally used to
analyze the SAV height and distribution in a novel way. This graphical representation was elaborated
to show how these three variables were related, so a visual analysis was performed to understand the
phenomenon and also to estimate the height of SAV. The data were divided into five depth intervals
for a better visualization: 0.5–2.0 m, 2.0–4.0 m, 4.0–6.0 m, 6.0–8.0 m and 8.0–10.0 m.

The SAV height as a function of depth and Kd(PAR) (independent variables) was represented as
a DSM in which the domain of the function is given by the independent variables and the surface
is produced by the IDW interpolation of the SAV height according to the values of this dependent
variable. So, it was possible to observe the distribution of the SAV height as a function of Kd(PAR) and
depth. Boolean expressions were created based on the model, creating a SAV height map based on
Kd(PAR) and depth.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Kd(PAR) Mapping

Kd(PAR) was estimated using an empirical model based on RSPOT
rs —predicted SPOT-6 bands [26].

Kd(PAR) regression presented higher accuracy using RSPOT
rs (660 nm) with an R2 of 92% (Figure 3a).

Figure 3b shows the scatter plot between the measured and estimated Kd(PAR) based on SPOT image.
Validation for Kd(PAR) showed a low bias (−0.09 m−1) and an RMSE of 21.6%. The model based on the
red band was then applied to the atmospherically corrected SPOT image to generate the map showing
the spatial distribution of Kd(PAR) (Figure 4). In situ Rrs spectra acquired by RAMSES/TriOS sensors
were predicted to match the SPOT-6 sensor bands and were compared with SPOT-6 atmospherically
corrected sampling points for performance validation. More details of atmospheric correction of
SPOT-6 in Rotta et al. [16] and Rotta et al. [26].
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(a), (b) and (c) regions (dashed circles). The black arrow indicates a sand mining company location.

The spatial distribution of Kd(PAR) was divided into 12 classes based on the minimum and
maximum values. Lower values were observed in the downstream region of the study area, with values
up to 1.0 m−1. Only 8% of the mapped area showed Kd(PAR) greater than 1.0 m−1, and the majority of
the area was represented by classes with Kd(PAR) up to 1.0 m−1. The high transparency of the study
area has favored the growth of submerged macrophytes.

Upstream areas are relatively shallow compared to the downstream areas, which could cause
resuspension of bottom sediments induced by strong winds and water flow [1,48]. In downstream
areas, the slow water flow due to the proximity of the dam and higher depths favored the deposition
of suspended solids on the bottom, which resulted in a lower Kd(PAR), as shown by Rotta et al. [15].
The region with a high Kd(PAR) was observed near Figure 4a, and is probably caused by the presence of
a sand mining company, indicated by the black arrow in Figure 4. Sand dredging leads to sediment
resuspension that increased the Kd values at nearby locations [15]. Based on the Kd(PAR) map, it can
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be stated that most of these particles resuspended from the bottom were deposited again at locations
approximately 2 km beyond the extraction point.

The region in Figure 4a is characterized by having higher values of Kd(PAR) (>1.2 m−1), hence,
this low transparency has interfered in SAV growth. This can be evidenced by the low values of
SAV height shown in the boxplot (Figure 4). The boxplot was created from the echosounder dataset.
A total of 600 sample points located inside each dashed circle were used in the plot. The regions
in Figure 4b,c showed similar Kd(PAR) values (between 0.4 and 1.0 m−1), however, the SAV growth
inside each region occurred in a different way, as evidenced by the box plot (Figure 4). In other words,
the SAV in the region in Figure 4c is higher than that in the region in Figure 4b, even with similar
Kd(PAR) values. This proves that only Kd(PAR) may not be sufficient to explain the distribution of SAV
height in reservoirs. Caffrey et al. [6] suggest that light attenuation is the most important factor in
determining the colonization depth of SAV, however, there is an important variability from one site to
another, suggesting that other factors play a causal role in models to study SAV

3.2. Depth and SAV Height Mapping

3.2.1. Interpolation by Kriging

Based on the semivariograms, the pattern of spatial variability changed with the direction in both
datasets (depth and SAV height), which confirms the anisotropy of the data. Different directions were
tested for SAV height data and 70◦ was selected as the semivariogram with greater range (Figure 5a).
It is worth mentioning that 90◦ is the north direction. The semivariogram of the perpendicular direction
(160◦) was plotted based on greater range direction (Figure 5b). The highest variance in the depth
data was noted for direction 0◦ (Figure 5c); and the perpendicular direction was plotted in Figure 5d.
The black dots represent the observed data and the gray lines are the fitted models.
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Geometric anisotropy was observed in semivariograms of SAV height data (Figure 5a,b),
with a constant sill around 0.24, i.e., the variance of the data did not change with the direction.
The greater range at 70◦ indicated the data interpolation in this direction should consider a larger
distance. The model of the variogram was adjusted based on the exponential model (a scale of 0.21
and Length of 140 m), with a nugget effect of 0.035, an anisotropy ratio of 2 and an anisotropy angle
of 70◦ (greater range). Zonal anisotropy was noted in semivariograms of depth data (Figure 5c,d),
with the sill varying from 34 in direction of 0◦ to 23 in direction of 90◦. The exponential model was
selected with a Scale of 11 and 20, and Length of 240 m.

3.2.2. Depth and SAV Height Maps

The SAV height and water depth data acquired by the ecosounder were interpolated using
ordinary kriging to generate their respective maps. Figure 6b shows the SAV height map in 12 classes,
based on the minimum and maximum height observed in echosounder dataset. Figure 6a shows the
depth map of the water body with 11 classes based on the maximum depth of occurrence of SAV
observed in echosounder dataset. Although the SAV measured by echosounder have a high accuracy,
as observed by Valey et al. [45], the dataset may contain errors related to the measurement proceadure
in the field. However, this error or measurement bias was not evaluated in this study because it was
not possible to acquire in situ SAV height data manually.
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In the upstream region, where the Kd(PAR) values were higher (i.e., less transparency), the SAV
height was smaller when compared with the downstream region. Thus, the transparency exerted
a strong influence on SAV growth. In downstream, the majority of SAV height exhibited values
around 1 m, with emphasis on small regions with SAV height close to 2 m. Besides Kd(PAR), the depth
of the water body may influence the SAV height, however, this hypothesis cannot be proved only
with the depth map (Figure 6a). Therefore, a graphic based on the variables Kd(PAR), depth and SAV
height together can provide valuable information to analyze the SAV growth. The depth up to 30 m
was measured in the study area, however, for the depth map, classes from 1 to 10 m and a class
encompassing all depths above 10 m were considered. This is because the SAV presence was not
recorded at depths beyond 10 m.

3.3. SAV Height Modeling

The scatterplot with the dataset of SAV height vs. depth, SAV height vs. Kd(PAR) and Kd(PAR) vs.
depth is shown in Figure 7. Each point in the graphs represents the data of a sample point collected
directly by the echosounder (SAV height and water body depth variables) or estimated by a calibrated
model of Kd(PAR) based on the satellite image.
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Even though Figure 7 does not show clear cut evidence of the relationship between SAV vs.
Kd(PAR) (Figure 7a) and SAV vs. depth (Figure 7b), trends in both graphs were noted in the visual
analysis. Lower Kd(PAR) favors taller SAV in general. In depths smaller than 4 m, the SAV height is
limited by a geometric constraint, in other words, the SAV cannot exceed the water column depth.
Depths between 3 and 7 m provide a suitable environment macrophytes to grow taller. However,
the Kd(PAR) vs. depth (Figure 7c) did not show any significant correlation (r = 0.097). For depths greater
than 7 m and Kd(PAR) greater than 1 m−1, there were few sample points (Figure 7c) mainly because
the SAV did not find conditions to grow. That means that at depths greater than 7 m, there must be
an optimum transparency for the development of SAV. Therefore, given the difficulty in interpreting
Figure 7 individually, a 3-D analysis using the three variables at the same time was performed.
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Three-dimensional graphics based on the variables Kd(PAR), SAV height and depths are shown
in Figure 8. The axes values for SAV height and Kd(PAR) were selected based on the minimum and
maximum values in the dataset. In the depth axis, five different ranges were defined to have a better
visualization of the SAV height behavior as a function of depth and Kd(PAR).Remote Sens. 2019, 11, 317 13 of 21 
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and 8 m, and (e) depth between 8 and 10 m.
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Very short SAV values were found in depths up to 1 m. In general, for depths up to 2 m, the SAV
height showed small variations even with the changing Kd(PAR), i.e., the SAV height did not exceed
1 m. As shown by Rodrigues and Thomaz [13] and Tavechio and Thomaz [11], Egeria densa and
Egeria najas (the main SAV found in Bonito River, Nova Avanhandava) require little radiation for their
growth. The light compensation point of E. najas was reached between 6 and 22 µM m−2 s−1 PAR by
Tavechio and Thomaz [11] and between 7.5 and 16.2 µM m−2 s−1 PAR for E. densa by Rodrigues and
Thomaz [13]. The SAV are strongly influenced by excessive radiation in shallow waters. In addition,
waves, variations in water level, and heavy runoff are common in these areas, increasing the likelihood
of turbidity impairing the SAV growth as shown by Thomaz [12]. According to Vestergaard and
Sand-Jensen [21], the growth of submerged macrophytes in large lakes may be restricted by wave
action in shallow areas and light availability in deep areas.

In depths between 2 and 4 m, the maximum SAV height values had a slight increase with depth.
In addition, taller SAV values occurred when Kd(PAR) was minimal (close to 0.5 m−1). There was
no significant variation in the SAV height at depths from 3.5 to 7 m. In this depth range, the SAV
height was mainly influenced by Kd(PAR) responding inversely to it, in other words, the greater the
transparency, the greater the SAV height at depths between 3.5 and 7 m. This behavior was also found
in Bini and Thomaz [49], presenting an inverse relationship between the Kd and the probability of
E. najas and E. densa occurrence in Itaipú Reservoir. At depths above 8 m, SAV occurred preferentially
in waters with Kd(PAR) lower than 1 m−1. Caffrey et al. [6] showed that the maximum depth inhabited
by a submerged macrophyte in Florida Lakes was 9.2 m in the lowest Kd value (about 0.2 m−1).

Therefore, the existence and the height of SAV were directly influenced by the transparency
(Kd(PAR)) of the water column, depending on the depth. Havens [10] showed SAV biomass-dependent
to depth and transparency (based on TSS) in a shallow lake in Florida. The SAV growth could be
favored if the water depth was maintained at less than 2 m and with a TSS below 20–30 mg L−1 [10].
However, the results did not clearly show whether or not SAV would reach high biomass under the
favorable conditions [10].

The graphs in Figure 8 were not the most efficient way to identify how the SAV height depends
on Kd(PAR) and water depth. Therefore, the variables Kd(PAR) and depth were considered as the XY axes
and the variable SAV height as the Z axis in a three-dimensional graphic, and these variables were
interpolated using the inverse distance weighting method (Figure 9). In other words, a digital model
of SAV height based on Kd(PAR) and depth was created. The values of each axis are related with the
minimum and maximum of each variable. Based on this model, it was possible to analyze the behavior
of the SAV height from the combination of the depth and Kd(PAR) variables.

In regions with depths between 1 and 4 m and up to the maximum Kd(PAR) value of the studied
area (around 1.6 m−1), the SAV was well-developed, with height about 1 m. In these regions, the SAV
growth was favored because there is enough radiation in that depth range. At depths between
4 and 6 m, high values of SAV height (about 1.5 m) were observed only when Kd(PAR) was low
(0.4–0.7 m−1), which indicates that in this depth range, the SAV growth is strongly influenced by the
water transparency (or Kd). Taller SAV, up to around 2 m height occurred at depths from 3.5 to 7 m
and in Kd(PAR) up to 0.5 m−1, in other words, the SAV were well-developed in this depth range as
long as the Kd(PAR) remained low (lower than 0.5 m−1). Canfield Jr. et al. [50] showed a significant
positive relationship (r = 0.70) between the maximum depth of the macrophyte colonization (Zmax) and
transparency (based on the Secchi depth). A negative relationship between Zmax and the attenuation
coefficient was verified by Canfield Jr. et al. [50], and their model presented R2 = 0.41. Thereby, both
the SAV height and the maximum depth of the macrophyte colonization (Zmax) seem to be strongly
influenced by water transparency.

In deeper regions and with significantly high Kd(PAR), the SAV can stretch themselves to survive.
This behavior of elongation in Egeria is described by Tavechio and Thomaz [11] and Rodrigues and
Thomaz [13]. This elongation does not necessarily mean a growth in biomass since it could not have
sufficient radiation for photosynthesis. It is only a survival mechanism of the species present in the
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study area (E. densa and E. najas). However, above a given Kd(PAR) (a maximum of 1.6 m−1 in our
studied area) or depth (about 10 m), the SAV were not able to grow in Nova Avanhandava Reservoir.
There were few samples of SAV in areas with depths greater than 9 m. However, their development
is quite limited in this region mainly because of the insufficient radiation and high pressure. In deep
regions, the SAV just developed under high transparency conditions, i.e., low Kd(PAR). According to
Wetzel [1] submerged macrophytes can occur at all depths within the euphotic zone, however, vascular
angiosperms (such as Egeria spp.) occur only at about 10 m due to the hydrostatic pressure.Remote Sens. 2019, 11, 317 15 of 21 
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Using the Figure 9b the SAV heights were divided into four classes: i = low, ii = medium, iii = high
and iv = very high. Boolean expressions based on Kd(PAR) and depth values were developed to classify
the four SAV height classes. It should be noted that Kd(PAR) data were estimated by the Kd(PAR) model
applied to the SPOT-6 image and the depth data were based on echosounder data interpolated by
kriging. Figure 10 shows the SAV map based on the Boolean expressions.

This kind of classification (Figure 10) would not be possible without generating a digital model
based on the Kd and depth. Based on this model it was possible to create the spatial distribution
(latitude, longitude) of the SAV height classes. The “High” and “Very high” classes were just found
at downstream region because of their lower Kd(PAR). “Medium” and “Low” classes were identified
along with the whole water body since these classes occurred in a wide range of Kd(PAR) (between 0.4
and 1.6) and depth (up to about 10 m). It is worth mentioning that the regions classified as “Low” SAV
height had the necessary conditions for the development of SAV (although limited), however, some of
that regions could not actually have SAV at the time of field survey.
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The Boolean expressions are shown in the table.

Estimating the SAV height based on just transparency (or Kd) may not be enough since the
development of SAV is directly influenced by the water column depth. The proposed methodology
of a digital model based on Kd(PAR) and depth to estimate the SAV height classes was novel and
presented wide contribution in SAV studies. In addition, other factors may exert influence, even if
small, on the growth of SAV. Canfield Jr. et al. [50] calculated a model to predict Zmax based on the
Secchi depth. Their model tends to underestimate the result in very clear water and overestimate it
when the Secchi depth is low (R2 = 0.56). They indicate that improvements in the model estimative
will occur only when the factors contributing to the variability in Zmax are well understood [50].
According to Caffrey et al. [6], the macrophyte species, sediment type and slope can influence the
aquatic plant colonization in an individual lake, however, these factors did not increase the predictive
capability of their model to estimate Zmax based on the Secchi depth. Canfield Jr. et al. [50] indicate that
improvements in the model estimative will occur only when one understands which factors contribute
to the variability in the maximum depth of macrophyte colonization. Therefore, a Kd(PAR) and depth
based model can contribute to a better understanding of presence and height distribution of aquatic
macrophytes in reservoirs.
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4. Conclusions

The Kd(PAR) estimated from an empirical model based on predicted SPOT-6 bands and applied
to atmospherically corrected SPOT-6 image presented R2 of 92% and RMSE of 21.6%. The kriging
generated from the echosounder data (SAV height and depth) provided spatial distribution maps for
each variable. Anisotropy was observed in semivariograms of SAV height and depth data. Based
on the downstream of SAV height map, most values around 1 m and small regions with 2 m were
observed. The depth of the water body can influence the SAV growth too. Depth classes from 1 to 10 m
in the map were considered since the SAV in the studied area occur only at depths less than about 10 m
due to the hydrostatic pressure and radiation needed. When comparing the Kd(PAR) and the SAV height
maps, a trend in the spatial distribution of these variables was noted. In the regions with higher Kd(PAR)
(upstream), there were shorter SAV, and in the regions with lower Kd(PAR) (downstream), maximum
SAV heights were observed. However, it was difficult to assess the SAV height distribution only using
individual Kd(PAR) and depth maps.

The digital model and mainly its graphical representation were used to analyze how the SAV
responds to the independent variables, depth and Kd(PAR), in the studied region. It was concluded that
the model overcomes the limitations found by other researchers in understanding the SAV behavior
in relation to those independent variables. Based on visual analysis of the model (Kd(PAR) vs. depth
vs. SAV height) it was possible to identify the relationships between the variables that could have
been difficult to achieve without this approach. The results have shown to be promising and the
proposed methodology can help to understand the SAV dynamics in reservoirs in a simpler and faster
way. However, the results were supported by a limited dataset, i.e., data from a single field survey
and a single reservoir. Therefore, the impact of variations in the concentrations of optically active
constituents (e.g., Chl-a, TSS, CDOM) in the water or growth stages of vegetation on the SAV height
model’s accuracy needs to be further evaluated. Additionally, multi-temporal satellite data could be
used in the further analysis of SAV height distribution in reservoirs, however, they would most likely
pose additional complications arising from temporal differences in atmospheric scattering and need to
be incorporated in the SAV height model to make it scalable and robust. This could form a part of the
future study where the impact of water quality and vegetation phenology on the SAV model output
can be examined.

Just a few plants were found at depths up to 1 m and in these few specimens; the SAV heights were
very short. In very shallow waters, the SAV can be negatively influenced by excess radiation [11,13]
and by waves action and variation in water level [12,21]. The SAV height values had a slight increase
at depths from 2 to 4 m, with taller SAV occurring in low Kd(PAR) (0.5 m−1) areas. At depths between 4
and 6 m, the SAV height was strongly influenced by Kd(PAR), where high values of SAV height (about
1.5 m) were observed only when Kd(PAR) was low (0.4–0.7 m−1). The tallest SAV occurred at depths
from 3.5 to 7 m and Kd(PAR) up to 0.5 m−1, i.e., SAV were well-developed (up to 2 m) in this depth
range as long as the Kd(PAR) remained low. There were few SAV growing at depths greater than 9 m
and they were totally extinct after 10 m due to insufficient radiation and high pressure.

It was observed that the SAV height classes based on Kd(PAR) and depth had a well-defined
behavior in the studied reservoir. Thus, based on the visual analysis it was possible to establish a set
of Boolean rules to classify the SAV height and identify regions where SAV can grow with greater
or lesser vigor. So, the studied area was classified producing a spatial distribution representation of
SAV height classes. The “High” and “Very high” classes were just found at the downstream region
because of their lower Kd(PAR). “Medium” and “Low” classes were identified along the whole water
body since these classes occurred in a wide range of Kd(PAR) and depth. The regions classified as “Low”
SAV height had limited conditions for its growth, so those regions could not actually have SAV at
the time of the field survey. Estimating the SAV height based on just transparency (or Kd) cannot be
enough since the development of SAV is directly influenced by the water column depth. The proposed
methodology of a digital model based on Kd(PAR) and depth to estimate SAV height classes was novel
and presented a wide contribution in SAV studies. This methodology for monitoring SAV should
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be tested in other reservoirs or freshwater lakes to better understand the relationship between SAV
characteristics, and Kd(PAR) and depth. For this, Kd(PAR) and water depth data from a new field survey
could be used to either tune or validate the model for SAV height estimation by comparing the results
obtained in this study. Ultimately, the model could be useful in efforts to monitor and control SAV
based on bathymetry and water body transparency (or Kd).

The Kd(PAR) can indicate the radiation availability for SAV at a given depth. Variation in Kd(PAR) at
a constant depth generate different conditions of radiation availability. Variation in depth but keeping
the Kd(PAR) value can also create different conditions of radiation availability. It is known that radiation
availability acts as the main limiting factor for SAV growth, however, the importance of studying SAV
based on both transparency and depth variables can be evidenced in this study. In future, samples from
other regions with a wide variety of optical properties could be incorporated into the model to create a
robust version which can be applied to the entire reservoir and to others similar aquatic environments.

It should be noted that the SAV height field survey is extremely time consuming and labor
intensive and, therefore, studies using SAV height data tend to be scarce. This study presented the initial
results of a proposed methodology, which is based mainly on visual analysis. It is noteworthy that the
model was developed in an oligotrophic reservoir, and its applicability in different environments has
not been tested yet. We intend to conduct a new and independent field survey to further evaluate the
results and ultimately add more data and more sites to make the model more scalable.
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