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Abstract

:

The rapid developments in the field of digital aerial photogrammetry (DAP) in recent years have increased interest in the application of DAP data for extracting three-dimensional (3D) models of forest canopies. This technology, however, still requires further investigation to confirm its reliability in estimating forest attributes in complex forest conditions. The main purpose of this study was to evaluate the accuracy of tree height estimation based on a crown height model (CHM) generated from the difference between a DAP-derived digital surface model (DSM) and an airborne laser scanning (ALS)-derived digital terrain model (DTM). The tree heights determined based on the DAP-CHM were compared with ground-based measurements and heights obtained using ALS data only (ALS-CHM). Moreover, tree- and stand-related factors were examined to evaluate the potential influence on the obtained discrepancies between ALS- and DAP-derived heights. The obtained results indicate that the differences between the means of field-measured heights and DAP-derived heights were statistically significant. The root mean square error (RMSE) calculated in the comparison of field heights and DAP-derived heights was 1.68 m (7.34%). The results obtained for the CHM generated using only ALS data produced slightly lower errors, with RMSE = 1.25 m (5.46%) on average. Both ALS and DAP displayed the tendency to underestimate tree heights compared to those measured in the field; however, DAP produced a higher bias (1.26 m) than ALS (0.88 m). Nevertheless, DAP heights were highly correlated with the heights measured in the field (R2 = 0.95) and ALS-derived heights (R2 = 0.97). Tree species and height difference (the difference between the reference tree height and mean tree height in a sample plot) had the greatest influence on the differences between ALS- and DAP-derived heights. Our study confirms that a CHM computed based on the difference between a DAP-derived DSM and an ALS-derived DTM can be successfully used to measure the height of trees in the upper canopy layer.
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1. Introduction


The implementation of sustainable forest management requires reliable, accurate and up-to-date information on forest ecosystems [1,2]. Information on forest resources plays a crucial role in decision-making processes and forest management planning, including at the strategic level (long-term planning) and in the case of operational forestry (silvicultural treatments, harvesting plans, etc.) [3]. Typically, such information reflects the size, quantity and condition of forest resources and is provided as a result of forest inventories [4]. However, the characteristics, size and complexity of forest ecosystems make data collection in forests challenging; thus, traditional, ground-based measurements are often considered laborious, time consuming and expensive [5]. The high demand for accurate and up-to-date information and the constant goal of cost reduction have resulted in a growing interest in alternatives to ground-based forest inventory methods that are effective, precise and objective [6,7,8,9,10].



The ability to characterize the forest canopy structure through the application of three-dimensional information has revolutionized environmental studies and inventories of forest resources [11]. Since the late 1990s, when airborne laser scanning (ALS) data were first introduced for forestry applications, researchers emphasized the great potential of 3-D data for the direct mapping of the structural features of trees and forest stands [12,13,14,15,16]. In subsequent years, ALS attracted enormous interest among foresters around the world, and an increasing number of studies demonstrated that ALS can provide reliable information on the forest structure; therefore, the future of ALS methods in the field of forestry looked very promising [17,18,19,20,21,22]. The applications of 3D point clouds and their derivative 2.5D products (digital terrain models (DTMs) and digital surface models (DSMs)) include the detection of single trees [23], estimation of stem densities [24], determination of tree height [13,25], definition of species compositions [26,27], estimation of tree/stand volumes [28,29], estimation of the aboveground biomass [30,31], and estimation of subcanopy solar radiation [32]. Due to the noninvasiveness, speed of data acquisition, automated computational processes and high accuracy of LiDAR systems, ALS data have been increasingly used in large-scale forest inventories [33,34,35]. Moreover, tests performed in Nordic countries, such as Norway, Sweden and Finland, have verified that 3D data captured through ALS technology can be the main data source for forest management inventories (FMIs) [36,37].



The popularity of LiDAR 3D point clouds in a multitude of applications has resulted in a significant increase in interest in alternative methods of creating three-dimensional models of forest canopies [9,11,38]. One such technique that is currently experiencing a revival (mainly due to data digitization and technological progress) is image stereomatching, which is the process of reproducing 3D information from a set of two-dimensional overlapping photos taken from different viewing directions but depicting the same object [39,40,41]. Specialized photogrammetric software allows for the automatic generation of 3D point clouds based on high-resolution digital aerial photographs with appropriate along-track and across-track overlap [42]. The stereomatching process can also be successfully used to create DSMs [43,44,45,46,47,48]. 3D point clouds and DSMs obtained on the basis of stereomatching using high-resolution aerial imagery have already proven their usefulness for determining many features of trees and stands, including the tree height [49], basal area [40], and timber volume [50]. Moreover, the aforementioned studies claimed that the accuracy of stereophotogrammetric measurements is comparable to that of the results obtained through ALS-based methods. Therefore, the 3D data obtained as a result of processing high-resolution aerial images are considered a very promising alternative to LiDAR sources of information on the forest structure [11,50].



Although the 3D canopy models generated by DAP and ALS methods have similar properties [51], it should be emphasized that there are some fundamental differences between those two sources of 3D information that may affect the quality of derivative products and their potential application [11,52]. Obviously, the main difference concerns the technology (type of sensors) and the data recording method; photogrammetry is a passive remote sensing (RS) technique (records reflected light), and ALS is an active RS technique (emits its own light). LiDAR technology can be used for the direct collection of 3D data and measurements of the vertical structure of vegetation [52], while stereomatching techniques require sophisticated image processing methods to generate 3D models. Moreover, laser beams are capable of penetrating canopy cover and thus enabling the generation of high-quality DTMs [53] and measurements of subcanopy vegetation (located under the canopy envelope) [54]. The application of image-derived point clouds is limited to characterizing only the upper canopy (objects visible from the air) [55]. The production of high-quality DTMs and CHMs in forested areas is challenging, as is collecting measurements of subcanopy and understory vegetation. The data acquisition process and flight mission plan also greatly differ. Photogrammetric flight missions are more sensitive to weather and lighting conditions; precipitation, clouds, fog, smog and solar illumination are considered important factors that affect image data acquisition. Occlusions or shadows in the forest canopy may have a considerable impact on the quality of the image-matching process [9]. It is important to note, however, that photogrammetric flight missions may be performed at higher altitudes than those in ALS, and the aircraft can fly faster, which provides the possibility to collect information about the same area in a much shorter time than in the case of ALS [41,56]; therefore, the data acquisition costs are lower for DAP than for ALS. Currently, due to developments in the field of digital photography, the automation of image processing methods and significant reductions in the cost of acquiring “from the air” imagery (easy to access the technology needed for aerial imagery acquisition, e.g., unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) systems), processing digital aerial imagery to generate 3D point clouds is no longer an immense challenge.



One of the most important features of trees and stands that can be determined based on three-dimensional forest models is the height of the trees [57]. Tree height is considered fundamental tree information and is crucial for forest planning and management [13,58]. Tree height is also a key variable for estimating the stem volume [19,28,59], aboveground biomass [30] and site productive capacity [60]. The height of a tree can also provide valuable information about the health condition of the corresponding forest stand [61]. Tree height is also one of the most common tree features measured in the field [62]. Quick and accurate measurements of tree height have always been a priority for foresters [63], which is why tree height determination on the basis of 3D models has been the subject of many studies and analyses [13,20,25,51]. The CHMs generated from ALS data or DAP data have proven to be reliable sources of information about the height of trees and stands [56,64,65,66,67]. Most of the aforementioned studies reported very strong relationships between the heights measured in the field and those determined on the basis of CHM. Sibona et al. [68] and Ganz et al. [69] observed that the tree heights derived from high-quality RS data may be even closer to the real tree height (measurements of felled trees) than conventional (indirect) field measurements.



The vast majority of research in this area, however, is limited to homogeneous stands dominated by conifers and with relatively simple structures [38,70,71]. The usefulness of image-derived and ALS-derived CHMs for determining the height of trees in structurally diverse multispecies stands has been less often addressed. Moreover, many tests were conducted in well-managed forests, which, as noted by Bohlin et al. [70] and Holopainen et al. [9], may have a positive influence on the accuracy of forest attribute estimation based on RS data. As suggested by White et al. [11], comparative studies of DAP and ALS methods in more complex forests must be performed. A number of studies have noted that DAP methods must be further evaluated to assess the accuracy of these methods for different forest types [47,71,72,73].



In this study, we attempt to fill this research gap by performing comparative DAP and ALS tests involving tree height estimation performed at the single-tree level in the diverse multispecies stands of Białowieża National Park. The main aim of this study is to verify the accuracy of tree height determination based on 3D models obtained from two different sources (ALS and DAP) and to compare the results with heights of trees measured in the field. The analysis was performed at the single-tree level. Moreover, tree- and stand-related factors were examined to evaluate their potential effects on the obtained discrepancies between ALS- and DAP-derived heights. The study examined 843 trees representing 7 major forest-forming tree species in the temperate zone.




2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Study Area


Białowieża National Park (BNP) is located in northeastern Poland (on the border between Poland and Belarus) (Figure 1); it was established in 1921. The total area of BNP is approximately 10,500 ha. The park protects the most valuable and best-preserved fragment of the Białowieża Forest Complex (UNESCO World Heritage Site). The terrain is relatively flat (144–176 m a.s.l. based on ALS data). The climate is defined as subcontinental. According to Pierzgalski et al. [74], the average annual precipitation is 633 mm, and the mean annual temperature is 6.8 °C (from long-term meteorological observations: 1955–2001).



BNP is a diverse forest area composed of multispecies and multistory stands of various ages [75]. The most common tree species in the strict reserve of BNP are oak, hornbeam, lime, spruce, alder, birch, pine and maple [76]. The characteristic forest site types are mesic and moist broadleaved forests (over 50% of all habitats) dominated by oak, lime and hornbeam [77].




2.2. Field-Based Measurements


The field data were collected in the leaf-on season in 2015. For the purposes of the study, data from 198 circular (r = 12.62 m) sample plots established as a part of the Life+ ForBioSensing project were used. Tree height measurements were obtained using an ultrasonic hypsometer VERTEX IV (Haglöf Sweden AB). A clinometer was used in accordance with the guidelines specified by the manufacturer. Height measurements were obtained by experienced observers, always from a position with good visibility for the top of the tree and at a distance equal to or greater than half of the pre-estimated height of the tree. The transponder was placed directly under the treetop at a height of 1.30 m. In addition, the spatial location of each tree in the sample plot was recorded in accordance with the methodology described by Mielcarek et al. [67].



The study considered the tree height measurements of 843 trees representing 7 important temperate zone forest-forming species: Norway spruce (Picea abies L.), Scots pine (Pinus silvestris L.), oak (Quercus spp.), European hornbeam (Carpinus betulus L.), birch (Betula spp.), lime (Tilia spp.), and alder (Alnus spp.). The detailed distribution and characteristics of the measured trees are presented in Figure 2.




2.3. Remote Sensing Data Acquisition


Both flight missions (ALS and photogrammetric) were performed at the same time: between 2 July and 5 July 2015. The LiDAR dataset was collected using a Riegl LMS-Q680i scanner (full-waveform) installed on the Vulcanair P-68 Observer platform. The average point density was 7 pts/m2. The horizontal and vertical accuracies of the point clouds were ≤ 0.20 m and ≤ 0.15 m, respectively (Table 1).



The aerial images (4-band: RGB and NIR) were acquired using the UltraCam Eagle system at an altitude of 3040 m (above ground level (AGL)), and the minimal solar elevation angle was 20°. The ground sampling distance (GSD) was 0.20 m. The minimum along-track and across-track overlap percentages of images were 90% and 40%, respectively. Visibility during the flight mission was very good, which allowed us to obtain high-quality images.




2.4. ALS Data Processing


The DTM was generated in TerraSolid Software using an ALS-derived point cloud. A raster with a resolution of 0.50 m was interpolated by employing the triangular irregular network (TIN) method. In this process, only the ground-classified LiDAR points (2nd ASPRS LAS class) registered as last returns were applied. The accuracy of the generated DTM was evaluated using 93 ground-measured GPS (RTK) control points, and the root mean square error (RMSE) = 0.12 m.



The DSM was computed in LasTools Software by applying the las2dem tool. LiDAR points registered as first returns were triangulated (Delaunay triangulation) into TINs and interpolated to a grid of resolution of 0.5 m. Finally, a crown height model (CHM) with a 0.5 m resolution was generated by subtraction of DSM and DTM.




2.5. Image Data Processing


Aerial imagery processing steps for 3D point cloud production were performed in AgiSoft PhotoScan Professional (Version 1.2.6) software (Agisoft, Russia). A total of 243 aerial photographs of BNP were used in the study. The workflow of image data processing consisted of 2 main steps: (i) image alignment (aerial triangulation with bundle block adjustment) and (ii) the production of the dense point cloud. The images provided by the flight mission contractor were geopositioned; nevertheless, the geopositioning results were refined using the GCPs. Due to the relatively low number (11) GCPs measured in the field and uneven distribution (mostly at the edges of the study area; no points in the center of the area) of GCPs, 26 manual tie points were additionally digitized from the images and used in the process of block adjustment. The image alignment procedure was performed with a high accuracy setting. An accuracy assessment of the aerial triangulation process was performed using cross-validation based on the leave-one-out method (Table 2). A dense point cloud was generated from a set of photos oriented using all GCPs as control points. To obtain detailed and precise geometric relations, the following reconstruction options were set: the reconstruction quality was high, and depth filtering mode was disabled. The average point cloud density reached 15 points/m2.



The dense point cloud obtained as a result of aerial imagery processing was exported into LAS file format. The DSM (resolution of 0.5 m) was produced with a method similar to that used for the ALS-derived DSM. Point cloud processing was conducted in LasTools Software. A crown height model (CHM) with a 0.5 m resolution was also obtained as a result of subtraction of DAP-derived DSM and ALS-derived DTM.




2.6. Tree Height Estimation


The process of determining tree heights based on RS data was divided into 3 main stages: (i) tree segmentation, which included the vectorization of tree crowns based on the ALS-derived CHM; (ii) combining field data with segments and verifying the accuracy of data joining; and (iii) calculating statistics for selected segments of the generated CHMs (ALS- and image-derived models). Each of these steps is briefly described below.




	i.

	
The first stage of determining the height of trees based on CHMs involved delineating tree crowns (tree segmentation). Individual trees were detected using the CHM generated based on ALS data. The applied segmentation method was described in detail by Stereńczak et al. [78]. The obtained data processing result was in the form of a vector layer representing the ranges of tree crowns; this information was used in subsequent stages to determine the heights of trees and perform data analysis.




	ii.

	
The next stage included the processing of field data and assigning the field-collected information (tree height and species) to polygons, which represented the crowns of trees generated in the segmentation process. Based on precise information about the locations of trees measured in the field, a point layer illustrating the location of each tree in the sample plot was generated. In the next step, the layer was linked (spatially joined) to segments representing tree crowns. Then, the matching accuracy was verified to eliminate errors related to oversegmentation or undersegmentation that could cause mismatch between field measurements and measurements based on RS data. The evaluation consisted of a visual assessment of the quality of the segmentation process and verification of the tree species assigned to the segment based on high-resolution aerial photographs and field data. Each segment was manually checked. In subsequent steps, only the segments for which tree-to-tree comparisons of RS-based height estimates and direct field-based measurements was possible were selected.




	iii.

	
In the final step, statistics for selected segments were calculated based on the CHMs generated from ALS data and aerial photos. The height of the highest pixel in the CHM model within a given segment was considered the tree height determined based on RS data. The heights were determined in a similar way for both CHMs (ALS and image-derived CHMs). The tree heights calculated from RS data were then compared with the heights measured in the field.










2.7. Statistical Analysis


Statistical analyses were aimed at (a) assessing the accuracy of RS methods in relation to ground-based measurements, (b) obtaining a detailed analysis of the discrepancies between ALS- and DAP-derived heights, and (c) determining the most important factors related to the differences between DAP and ALS. For most of the analysis, the results were divided based on species to illustrate the differences among the results for individual species.



2.7.1. Accuracy Assessment of RS Tree Height Estimation Methods


First, the DAP- and ALS-derived tree heights were compared to field-surveyed values and analyzed. Descriptive statistics were calculated for the heights obtained with 3 methods. Next, a paired sample t-test was applied to determine whether the mean heights obtained by field surveys, the ALS method and the DAP method were significantly different. Furthermore, a linear regression analysis was applied to obtain the degree of the association between ALS- and DAP-derived heights and those from field surveys. The coefficient of determination R2 was calculated to evaluate the goodness of fit of the prediction model. The data were analyzed using STATISTICA 10 at the level of significance of 0.05. Furthermore, the accuracy of determining the height of trees based on RS methods in relation to ground measurements (treated as reference data) was tested. The accuracy assessment was performed by calculating the bias and Root Mean Square Error (RMSE). Errors were computed according to the following formulas:


  b i a s =  1 n    ∑  i = 1  n   (  Y i  −   Y ⌢  i  )    



(1)






  R M S E =    1 n    ∑  i = 1  n     (  Y i  −   Y ⌢  i  )  2       



(2)




where n is the number of observations (trees),    Y i    is the field-measured tree height for observation i, and   Y ⌢   is the height measured using RS-based methods for observation i.




2.7.2. Analysis of Differences Between ALS- and DAP-Derived Tree Heights


In subsequent stages of the analysis, the differences between the heights determined using DAP and ALS were examined. In general, statistical tests similar to those employed in the comparison of RS methods with field surveys were used, including a t-test, linear regression analysis and difference assessment based on the Root Mean Squared Difference (RMSD) and Mean Difference (MD). The RMSD and MD for ALS versus DAP comparisons were computed in a similar way as the RMSE (1) and bias (2), respectively.



In the final step, a machine learning technique with boosted regression trees (BRTs; [79]) was used to determine the most important stand- and tree-related factors that influenced the discrepancies between ALS- and DAP-derived heights. BRTs can fit complex nonlinear relationships, automatically account for interaction effects among predictors, and process different types of response data [79]. The general objective of the BRT statistical technique is to compute a sequence of simple trees, where each successive tree is built from the predicted residuals of the preceding tree. BRT models reflect how well each model explains the observed data (training data correlation) and how well excluded data can be predicted (CV correlation). Relative importance values were generated for all predictors (totaling 100% for all the included variables) to indicate each variable’s relative contribution to the model [79,80]. The overall fitted function in a BRT model is obtained using partial dependence functions that demonstrate the effect of a variable after accounting for the average effect of all other variables in the model [79].



The BRT analysis was performed separately for two dependent variables: the difference (d; the result of subtracting the ALS- and DAP-derived tree heights [m]) and absolute difference (|d|, the absolute value of the difference (d) [m]). The tree- and plot-related variables considered in both BRT analyses are presented in Table 3.



Models were implemented in R version 3.0.3 [81] using the gbm package [82,83] with a Gaussian response distribution and 10-fold cross-validation. Each model was defined with a tree complexity (number of nodes) of 3, a learning rate of 0.005, and a 0.50 bag fraction (proportion of data selected in each step).






3. Results


3.1. Accuracy of ALS and DAP as Tree Height Estimation Methods


In Table 4, an overview of the descriptive statistics of the tree height measured by DAP, ALS and the field-based survey is presented. The distribution of measured heights varies across the species; according to the field data, the smallest measured tree was hornbeam (h = 6.50 m), and the tallest was oak (h = 40.10 m). It is worth noting, however, that the differences between the minimum and maximum heights measured in the field and RS-derived heights are relatively high; moreover, the trees representing the highest and lowest trees are different for different measurement methods. The analysis of average heights obtained based on ALS and DAP data indicates that both RS methods of tree height estimation tend to underestimate tree heights in comparison to the field-surveyed values; such a tendency was observed for each tree species.



The t-test analysis provided strong evidence that the differences between the field and RS-based height measurements are statistically significant (p < 0.05). The obtained MDs are 1.26 m (field measurement vs. DAP-derived heights) and 0.89 m (field measurements vs. ALS-derived heights).



Generally, the errors (both RMSE and bias) associated with the ALS-CHM are smaller than the errors produced by the DAP-CHM (Table 5). The RMSEs calculated for all trees were 1.25 m and 1.68 m for field vs. ALS and field vs. DAP values, respectively. The highest RMSE for both RS methods compared to the field survey values was observed for oak (RMSE = 1.98 m for ALS-derived heights, and RMSE = 2.53 m for DAP-derived heights). An analysis of the bias indicated that the heights estimated based on RS data, including both ALS-derived heights (bias = 0.89 m) and DAP-derived heights (bias = 1.26 m), were underestimated in comparison to field measurements.



The results of the regression analysis clearly indicate that the tree heights determined based on both CHM models are strongly correlated with the heights measured in the field. The coefficients of determination obtained for all the trees considered in the study were 0.97 (field-measured heights vs. ALS-derived heights) and 0.95 (field-measured heights vs. DAP-derived heights) (Figure 3). The species-specific analysis revealed that the correlation between field measurements and RS-derived heights was lowest for oaks (R2 = 0.92 for ALS-CHM and R2 = 0.91 for DAP-CHM) (Table 6). The strongest correlation was observed for spruce (R2 = 0.98 for ALS-derived heights) and pine in the case of DAP-derived heights (R2 = 0.96).




3.2. Differences in Tree Heights Estimated Based on DAP and ALS and the Factors that Influence These Differences


The analysis of the MD between ALS and DAP values indicated that the DAP-derived heights are underestimated in comparison to the ALS-derived heights by 0.38 m on average. Although the MD between tree heights computed with these RS methods is relatively low, the t-test confirmed that the difference between the means of the DAP- and ALS-derived heights is statistically significant (p < 0.05). The MDs between the ALS and DAP heights for the species studied ranged from -0.14 m (hornbeam) to 1.05 m (spruce, Table 5). Generally, the average differences between the RS-derived tree heights for deciduous trees were much lower than those for coniferous trees (MDs between ALS- and DAP-derived heights were 0.19 m and 0.82 m, respectively, for deciduous and coniferous trees). The correspondence between DAP-derived heights and ALS-derived heights is very high at R2 = 0.97 (for all the trees considered in this study). The strongest correlation between the RS methods was observed for pine (R2 = 0.99), and the lowest correlation was observed for birch (R2 = 0.95).



The results of BRT modeling for the difference (d) and absolute difference (|d|) between ALS- and DAP-derived heights using tree-related and plot-related parameters are presented in Table 7. The models accurately explained 69% of the randomly selected input data (and predicted 53–56% of the excluded data).



The BRT analysis confirmed that both responses depend mostly on the tree species and the height difference (computed as a result of subtracting the reference tree height and mean height of trees located on the plot), with relative importance levels of approximately 25% and 25–32%, respectively. The remaining factors were not significant predictors, with relative contributions of less than 10% for both BRT models.



An analysis of the partial residuals of the BRT model revealed that the greatest differences between ALS- and DAP-derived heights were found for plots in which the mean plot height was much higher (or lower) than the height of the measured trees (Figure 4). The DAP-derived heights of trees growing in the vicinity of trees much higher than the measured tree were overestimated, and tall trees growing in a low neighborhood may be underestimated in relation to the ALS measurements (Figure 4). The smallest absolute differences between the RS methods were observed in cases where the mean plot height and measured tree height were similar (Figure 5). In addition, the discrepancies between DAP and ALS vary based on the tree species. The highest difference was observed for spruce.



Figure 6 shows the pairwise interactions among the most important determinants for the difference d. It is clearly visible that the linear correlation is the strongest for spruce (R = 0.53). In addition to spruce, the correlations are also statistically significant for alder (R = 0.44), pine (R = 0.38) and lime (R = 0.37). In the case of the remaining species (oak, birch and hornbeam), no linear relationship was found between the differences in heights obtained for both RS methods and the height of the surrounding trees in a given plot.





4. Discussion


Generally, the results of our study confirm the statements presented by the authors of previous studies; notably, DAP-derived DSMs normalized using LiDAR-extracted DTMs can be successfully applied in the estimation of tree heights in the upper canopy layer [38,47,70]. The DAP-derived tree heights were strongly correlated with field measurements (R2 = 0.95). This result is in agreement with the results of other studies, which also reported a strong relationship between DAP-derived heights and field measurements [38,51,84]. The ALS-derived heights exhibited a slightly better correlation with ground-based measurements (R2 = 0.97), which is consistent with other authors’ findings [85,86]. Although the differences between the mean field-measured heights and DAP-derived heights were statistically significant, the obtained accuracy (RMSD = 7.34%) may be considered satisfactory; however, the ALS method yielded better results, with RMSD = 5.46% for ALS heights versus those from field surveys. Both methods provide results that meet the accuracy criteria for ground methods. Previous studies conducted by Scandinavian scientists reported similar errors for DAP as a source of information on tree height. Nurminen et al. [71] achieved RMSE values of 6.55% for the mean height. Bohlin et al. [70] reported an error (RMSE) of 8.8% for DAP-derived heights and concluded that for forest management planning, DAP may yield higher accuracy in forest attribute estimation than would commonly used data. The obtained results also showed a very strong association between DAP- and ALS-derived heights, with a high correlation coefficient of R2 = 0.97. Similar observations were noted by the authors of other studies that compared DAP and ALS methods in the context of forest variable estimation [7,11].



The detailed species-related analysis revealed that oak displayed the highest height errors for both the ALS and DAP methods when compared to the field-surveyed values. However, the low accuracies obtained for the oak may be influenced by the ground-based measurements. Considering the biophysical characteristics of oaks (very extensive, complex, and irregular crowns) and the study area specifics (a very diverse, old, multilayered, species-rich, and unmanaged forest complex), some difficulties in field-based tree height measurements may have arisen [67]. Wang et al. [87] noted that the accuracy of field-based tree height measurements is more unstable in complex forest stands than in simple forest stands. Field tree height measurements for species of trees characterized by extensive crowns (without a clear apex) may be problematic, as discussed by Mielcarek et al. [67]. Luoma et al. [62] noted that the limited visibility of tree tops and inability to clearly identify the highest point of the tree may affect conventional tree height measurements, especially in dense forest stands. Furthermore, as claimed by Stereńczak et al. [88], the accuracy of the ground-based tree height measurements (compared to the tree length after felling) may vary by species. According to their findings the mean absolute error obtained for oak (0.65 m) was much higher than that for other tested species. Moreover, out of the eight species tested, oak was the only species for which the field-measured heights were overestimated, when compared to the tree length after felling [88]. Other studies reported that ground-based tree height measurements may overestimate the heights of tall trees [61,87], which may influence the results for oak obtained in this study; notably, the average height of oaks considered in our study was 31.13 m. The results of the abovementioned studies are interesting in the context of our study, as they may explain the relatively low accuracy obtained for oak. Noting the tendency to underestimate tree heights in the case of RS data-based methods and the potential overestimation of oak heights in field surveys, it is highly probable that the errors in the case of oak could be inflated.



The direct comparison of both RS methods showed that the differences between ALS- and DAP-derived heights vary regarding to the tree species; this result was confirmed by the BRT analysis, which indicated that the effect of tree species on the difference between ALS and DAP heights is very high. This finding is consistent with those of Halbritter [89], who stated that tree- and stand-related factors (e.g., the species mixture, size and spatial distribution of trees) may affect the stereomatching quality. Korpela and Anttila [90] also indicated that the dominant tree species may influence the accuracy of measurements based on DAP data. We observed that the largest discrepancy in results occurred for spruce trees, and the DAP-derived heights were underestimated compared to the ALS-derived heights by approximately 1 m on average. The tendency of DAP to understate the height of trees in the case of the coniferous species was also noted by Heurich [91], who described a case in which the tops of tall conifers were not considered by DAP. Korpela [90] and Miller et al. [72] also reported that conifers, due to their elongated crown shapes, may be troublesome for stereomatching algorithms and lead to the underestimation of tree heights. Generally, an image-derived 3D model was found to be smoother than the ALS equivalent and struggled to reproduce tree tops, especially in the case of tree species such as spruce with conical crown shapes and clearly exposed tops. Hese and Lehmann [92] suggested that the DAP-derived DSM is not suitable for height measurements of conifers because the image-matching algorithms fail to precisely rebuild the spruce stand surface (a laser method performed much better). Næsset [84] also noted that the image-matching results for deciduous tree species may be better than those for coniferous trees due to their smooth crown shape—precise reproduction of conifers may be problematic for image matching algorithms. Our study confirms this finding to some extent because the average differences we noted among the RS-derived tree heights for deciduous trees were much lower than those for coniferous trees (MDs between ALS- and DAP-derived heights were 0.19 m and 0.82 m, respectively, for deciduous and coniferous trees). The smoothing effect caused by the stereomatching procedure and the related factors were discussed by St-Onge and Vega [49]. Both methods of estimating the tree height based on RS data had a tendency to underestimate the height of trees in relation to field-measured heights, with similar findings reported by other authors [84,91]. However, all the results indicate that although slightly worse results were obtained for DAP-CHM, both methods are suitable for the precise measurement of all the tree species analyzed in this work.



Overall, we found that the heights of trees in the immediate vicinity of a measured tree had a significant impact on the differences between DAP and ALS. The height difference obtained as a result of subtracting the height of a specific tree measured in the field from the average height of the trees located in a plot turned out to be the most important factor related to the differences between DAP and ALS. The DAP-derived heights for trees surrounded by much higher trees are generally overestimated, and the heights of trees that significantly exceed the average plot height are often underestimated. The lowest differences between DAP and ALS-derived heights were noted for trees growing in plots characterized by a relatively homogeneous height structure, where the heights of the trees in the immediate vicinity of a measured tree did not differ significantly from the height of the measured tree. This finding agrees with the results of Miller et al. [72], who suggested that the canopy nonuniformity and large height variations in canopy models may affect the accuracy of tree height estimation using DAP data. Notably, one of the reasons for this result is the above-described smoothing effect in the case of DAP, which results in the removal of tree tops, as described by Heurich et al. [91], and the poor representation of the shapes of trees growing in gaps. Moreover, poor crown lighting, shadows, occlusions, and the immediate proximity of much taller objects can cause the reproduction of the shapes of trees growing in gaps to be highly disturbed. The investigation performed by Korpella and Anttila [90] showed that stereomatching fails to accurately reproduce the canopy surface in forest stands with gaps. St-Onge [51] found that height variations for the ALS-derived CHM are larger than those for DAP-derived tree heights, which may indicate that tree tops and small gaps are better reproduced by ALS data. It should be noted, however, that even if small changes in canopy height models are not well reconstructed by DAP, the mean tree height (e.g., at the plot level) is precisely predicted [49], so the smoothing issue does not eliminate DAP as an effective method of tree height estimation. However, considering the above conclusions, caution is advised when applying DAP methods to measure the height of trees in the case of multispecies stands with various vertical structures, even though the overall results obtained in this study are satisfactory.



Undoubtedly, the use of 3D information derived from aerial photographs in forest canopy structure research has great potential. It should be noted, however, that there are some significant limitations to this method resulting from both the technology itself (passive sensors, which record reflected light) and the specificity of the forest environment (the complexity of the forest canopy). The main problem noted by many scientists is the inability to penetrate the upper layer of the stand; specifically, image-derived point clouds can provide reliable information about the outer canopy envelope only [11,93]. In the case of complex multistory stands, this limitation may result in the inability to generate an accurate high-resolution DTM. Thus, this issue is considered a significant limitation because DTM is used to normalize 3D data and therefore has a direct impact on the accuracy of forest inventory attribute estimation, especially with respect to the height of trees. Such an accurate high-resolution DTM for heavily vegetated forested areas can be extracted from ALS data [94]; thus, solutions based on image-based DSM standardization using an ALS-derived DTM are common [51,70]. In theory, the use of image-based points is therefore limited to forest areas scanned by ALS [11], which is a significant limitation. On the other hand, we need to highlight that nowadays, many countries have available ALS data from various surveys (national campaigns, research projects, etc.) performed in the past [51]; thus, obtaining a high-resolution DTM should not be a problem in many cases. Moreover, as noted by Hala et al. [46] and McRoberts [95], DTMs are considered relatively constant. The terrain topography in most forested areas does not change much and frequent over the time; thus, it is highly probable that DTMs will remain reliable for a long time [47,51]. Notwithstanding, it is advisable to check carefully if the terrain topography has not changed significantly over time due to factors such as erosion before performing an analysis [96]. In addition, some studies have focused on the estimation of forest-growing stock using DAP data without high-resolution DTMs, the results of which are very promising [97].



The lack of ability to penetrate the upper layer of the stand, however, is not only a problem for the extraction of accurate DTMs but also for the detection and measurement of trees growing below the upper stand canopy [45]. Such a limitation means that the use of image-derived 3D information is often limited to use in single-story stands; in other cases (e.g., multistory stands), one should be aware that the vegetation growth data under the canopy envelope are often incomplete or lacking. Therefore, in practice, image-derived 3D models are a source of reliable information about the forest canopy, but only with respect to the upper layer of the stand.



Regarding the limitations of imaging technology, we must emphasize that the weather and light conditions are important factors that may affect the image quality and subsequent use. Photogrammetric flight missions are dependent on weather and light conditions; precipitation, clouds, fog, smog and solar illumination are considered important factors that influence image data acquisition. Occlusions or shadows in the forest canopy may have a considerable impact on the quality of the image-matching process [9] and consequently affect the precision of measurements made on the basis of DAP-derived CHMs. ALS technology is less sensitive to weather (only heavy precipitation and wind are limiters) and light conditions (theoretically, it can be used regardless of the time of the day and even at night) than is DAP technology.



A very important factor in favor of using aerial photographs for the three-dimensional reproduction models of forest canopies is the lower cost of data acquisition compared to that for ALS data [91]. Photogrammetric flight missions can be performed at higher altitudes than ALS missions, and the aircraft can fly faster, which provides the possibility to collect information over the same area in a much shorter time than that in the case of ALS [41,56]. It has been estimated that the costs of obtaining image data are approximately 1/3 to ½ of the cost associated with acquiring ALS data [11]. Moreover, high-resolution aerial imagery is often captured cyclically by national or regional agencies, thereby reducing the acquisition cost of imagery and increasing the potential for further applications in forest inventories [41]. In Scandinavian countries, aerial imagery is collected regularly at relatively short intervals, such as every 5 years [57]; therefore, DAP provides a reliable, cost-effective data source for predicting and regularly updating forest resource information [38]. Additionally, inventories of relatively small forest areas (e.g., 1–10 km2) are not cost effective based on ALS methods. In such cases, UAV systems have worked well in recent years [98]. The broad availability of hardware and software, increased computational capabilities of computers and relatively low costs of purchasing drone equipment have made the use of UAVs to obtain image information about forests very common [99,100]. Such data, assuming adequate photo coverage and resolution, can be successfully used to generate three-dimensional forest models, e.g., CHMs [101]. The 3D data obtained as a result of UAV image processing can provide a reliable source of information on the forest structure and have an accuracy level similar to that of ALS data for forest attribute estimation [85].



Generally, each technology has pros and cons; however, it should be noted that the two technologies discussed in this paper may be complementary to a large extent, and their combination can have a positive impact on the quality and accuracy of derived products [52]. The best example of combining ALS and DAP data is the normalization process of DSMs. In this case, a high-quality DTM model is needed because the accuracy of measurements based on image-derived CHMs largely depends on the quality of the DTM used for normalization [41]. As noted, obtaining a high-quality DTM of a forested area is often impossible to obtain with image-matching methods; however, with an increasing number of countries currently being covered by ALS data, the availability of high-resolution LiDAR DTMs has increased significantly [9]. The application of ALS derived DTM in the process of DAP-DSM normalization positively affect the quality of the CHM and as a result, the measurements of tree features are more reliable. It should be noted that high-resolution aerial imagery is often captured cyclically and at relatively short intervals (e.g., every 5 years in Scandinavian countries [57]), which means that DAP provides the opportunity to update ALS-derived DSMs and obtain current information on the vertical canopy structure, which can be used in operational forestry (e.g., for inventories of forest resources). Furthermore, high-resolution digital aerial imagery can be used for the visual evaluation of stands (e.g., recognition of tree species and interpretation of health conditions), which is challenging or highly limited using ALS-derived products [11]. Adding the spectral information to the ALS point cloud yields a complete product and increases the potential for use in environmental analyses [27,70,102]. Considering certain aspects related to the development of DAP technology, the relatively low costs of airborne image data acquisition (compared to those of ALS), the high frequency of data acquisition and data availability (e.g., with the use of UAVs), it is highly probable that methods of extracting point clouds from photos will be developed, and their use in operational forestry will likely become widespread in the future.




5. Conclusions


The obtained results indicate that the image-derived DSM normalized using ALS extracted DTM, can be successfully used in the estimation of tree heights in the upper layer of a forest stand at a single tree level. The DAP-derived tree heights were strongly correlated with the heights measured in the field and ALS-derived heights. The tree height information provided by DAP-CHM was achieved with an accuracy similar to that obtained from ALS data. It has to be highlighted, however, that the tree heights measured based on ALS data exhibited slightly higher correlations with field-surveyed data and produced better accuracies than did DAP data. Both ALS and DAP displayed the tendency to underestimate tree heights compared to those measured in the field.



The DAP-derived CHM was found to be smoother than the ALS equivalent, which results in the worse reproduction of tree tops and the poorer representation of the shapes of trees growing in gaps. Tall conifers characterized by conical crown shapes and clearly exposed tops, such as spruce, may have significantly underestimated heights compared to those in field surveys and ALS data. Moreover, when applying DAP data to estimate the heights of trees at the single-tree level, significant differences in height between a specific tree and those in the immediate vicinity may affect the measurement accuracy. The heights of trees in the vicinity of much taller trees are often overestimated, and the heights of tall trees that grow in low neighborhoods can be underestimated when compared to ALS-derived heights and field measurements.



Although the future of DAP technology as a source of 3D forest information looks very promising, it should be emphasized that currently, this 3D data extraction method is not able to fully replace ALS technology, mainly due to limitations related to the inability to penetrate the upper layer of forest stands. DAP provides 3D point clouds that are generally suitable for DSM generation only—the production of high-resolution DEMs in forested areas and obtaining measurements of subcanopy and understory vegetation are challenging, limited or impossible. Finally, the tree heights measured based on ALS data exhibited higher correlations with field-surveyed data and produced slightly better accuracies than DAP data did. This research has confirmed, however, that DAP can be a cost-effective and reliable data source for updating a height information related to the upper canopy layer in areas where high-resolution DTMs are available.
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Figure 1. Location of Białowieża National Park (BNP) and sample plots. 






Figure 1. Location of Białowieża National Park (BNP) and sample plots.



[image: Remotesensing 12 01808 g001]







[image: Remotesensing 12 01808 g002 550] 





Figure 2. Descriptive statistics of trees measured in the field. 
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Figure 3. The correspondence between the tree heights derived from ALS, DAP and field measurements. 
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Figure 4. Partial dependency plots for the BRT model illustrating the relationship between the difference between ALS and DAP heights and height difference (a) and tree species (b). Percentages represent the relative contributions of the predictors to the BRT model. The fitted function (y-axis) reflects the effect of the predictors on the difference between the ALS and DAP heights after all other predictors are averaged. Each tick mark at the top of the graph represents a 10th percentile of the data. 
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Figure 5. Partial dependency plots for the BRT model illustrating the relationship between the absolute value of the difference between the ALS and DAP heights and the height difference (a) and tree species (b). Percentages represent the relative contributions of the predictors to the BRT model. The fitted function (y-axis) shows the effect of the predictors on the absolute value of the difference between the ALS and DAP heights after all other predictors are averaged. The tick marks represent a 10th percentile of the data. 
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Figure 6. Interactive effect of the height difference (field tree height—mean plot tree height) and tree species based on a BRT analysis of the discrepancies between the ALS and DAP heights. Statistically significant correlations (p < 0.05) are marked with asterisks (*). 
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Table 1. Airborne laser scanning (ALS) vs. aerial imagery—comparison of data acquisition parameters.
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	Parameter
	ALS
	Aerial Imagery





	Platform
	Vulcanair P-68 Observer
	Cessna 206



	Scanning system
	Riegl LMS-Q680i
	UltraCam Eagle



	Point density/GSD
	7 pts/m2
	0.20 m



	Sensor type
	Full-Waveform
	Large format



	Strip overlapping
	40%
	90/40%



	Altitude (AGL) [m]
	500 m
	3040 m



	Acquisition date
	2–5 July 2015
	2–5 July 2015
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Table 2. The accuracy of aerial triangulation [m].
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Accuracy for Control Points

	
Accuracy for Check Points






	

	
x

	
y

	
z

	
x

	
y

	
z




	
RMSE [m]

	
0.125

	
0.092

	
0.158

	
0.255

	
0.203

	
0.541
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Table 3. Variables considered in the boosted regression trees (BRT) analysis.
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	Variable Type
	Variable
	Description





	Plot-related variables
	mean plot height [m]
	mean tree height in a sample plot estimated based on the ALS-derived CHM considering all the segments delineated in a particular sample plot



	
	maximum plot height [m]
	maximum tree height in a sample plot estimated based on the ALS-derived CHM considering all the segments delineated in a particular sample plot



	
	minimum plot height [m]
	minimum tree height in a sample plot estimated based on the ALS-derived CHM considering all the segments delineated in a particular sample plot



	
	coefficient of variation of plot height [m]
	coefficient of variation of tree height in a sample plot estimated based on the ALS-derived CHM considering all the segments delineated in a particular sample plot



	
	height difference [m]
	the difference between the reference tree height (measured in the field) and mean tree height in a sample plot (computed based on the ALS-derived CHM for all segments delineated in a particular sample plot)



	
	crown cover [%]
	the proportion of a sample plot area covered by the segments representing tree crowns



	
	crown cover deciduous [%]
	the proportion of a sample plot covered by the segments representing deciduous tree crowns (based on visual observations of CIR imagery)



	
	crown cover coniferous [%]
	the proportion of a sample plot covered by the segments representing coniferous tree crowns (based on the visual observation of CIR imagery)



	
	number of trees
	number of trees with dbh > 7 cm located in a sample plot (determined based on field measurements)



	
	forest type
	based on the percent coverage of the sample plot by segments representing coniferous and deciduous trees, the sample plots were classified into 3 forest types: (i) coniferous—the share of conifers in the plot is over 90%, (ii) deciduous—the share of deciduous trees in the plot is over 90%, and (iii) mixed stands - neither coniferous nor coniferous species exceed 90% of the total crown coverage in the sample plot



	Individual tree-related parameters
	tree height [m]

tree species
	the height of trees measured in the field

the species of trees measured in the field
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Table 4. Descriptive statistics of tree heights obtained for different measurement methods.
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Species

	
n

	
Field

	
ALS

	
DAP




	
min [m]

	
max [m]

	
avg [m]

	
SD [m]

	
min [m]

	
max [m]

	
avg [m]

	
SD [m]

	
min [m]

	
max [m]

	
avg [m]

	
SD [m]






	
pine

	
117

	
12.20

	
38.90

	
24.21

	
6.15

	
14.92

	
37.45

	
23.61

	
5.98

	
15.25

	
37.00

	
23.05

	
5.78




	
spruce

	
180

	
7.90

	
39.50

	
24.52

	
6.41

	
6.99

	
38.42

	
23.70

	
6.55

	
7.88

	
36.13

	
22.65

	
5.90




	
alder

	
112

	
9.30

	
35.00

	
23.44

	
5.17

	
8.15

	
33.78

	
22.42

	
5.24

	
8.92

	
33.46

	
22.06

	
4.97




	
oak

	
43

	
18.10

	
40.10

	
31.13

	
4.84

	
17.33

	
36.09

	
29.69

	
4.72

	
17.75

	
36.49

	
29.08

	
4.74




	
lime

	
106

	
9.10

	
34.90

	
23.34

	
5.56

	
8.76

	
35.36

	
22.36

	
5.24

	
6.36

	
35.17

	
22.44

	
5.05




	
hornbeam

	
158

	
6.50

	
35.10

	
19.43

	
6.06

	
7.33

	
35.69

	
18.41

	
5.84

	
6.69

	
35.36

	
18.55

	
5.85




	
birch

	
127

	
9.20

	
35.00

	
20.09

	
4.79

	
7.08

	
31.94

	
19.40

	
4.55

	
7.40

	
31.56

	
19.17

	
4.54




	
all trees

	
843

	
6.50

	
40.10

	
22.90

	
6.37

	
6.99

	
38.42

	
22.02

	
6.26

	
6.36

	
37.00

	
21.64

	
5.93
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Table 5. Errors (RMSE and bias) and differences (RMSD and MD) obtained for the applied methods of height estimation (divided by species).
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Species

	
Field vs. ALS

	
Field vs. DAP

	
ALS vs. DAP




	
RMSE [m]

	
RMSE [%]

	
bias [m]

	
bias [%]

	
RMSE [m]

	
RMSE [%]

	
bias [m]

	
bias [%]

	
RMSD [m]

	
RMSD [%]

	
MD [m]

	
MD [%]






	
pine

	
1.39

	
5.74

	
0.60

	
2.49

	
1.76

	
7.26

	
1.17

	
4.83

	
0.89

	
3.77

	
0.57

	
2.39




	
spruce

	
1.27

	
5.20

	
0.82

	
3.34

	
2.34

	
9.54

	
1.87

	
7.62

	
1.74

	
7.33

	
1.05

	
4.42




	
alder

	
1.53

	
6.52

	
1.02

	
4.35

	
1.97

	
8.40

	
1.38

	
5.89

	
1.11

	
4.93

	
0.36

	
1.61




	
oak

	
1.98

	
6.35

	
1.44

	
4.63

	
2.53

	
8.13

	
2.06

	
6.61

	
0.88

	
2.95

	
0.62

	
2.08




	
lime

	
1.43

	
6.14

	
0.98

	
4.20

	
1.76

	
7.55

	
0.90

	
3.87

	
1.03

	
4.59

	
-0.08

	
0.34




	
hornbeam

	
1.54

	
7.90

	
1.02

	
5.23

	
1.60

	
8.25

	
0.87

	
4.50

	
0.78

	
4.25

	
-0.14

	
0.77




	
birch

	
1.39

	
6.94

	
0.69

	
3.44

	
1.60

	
7.97

	
0.92

	
4.56

	
1.02

	
5.26

	
0.22

	
1.16




	
all

	
1.25

	
5.46

	
0.89

	
3.87

	
1.68

	
7.34

	
1.26

	
5.52

	
1.04

	
4.74

	
0.38

	
1.72
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Table 6. Regression analysis of the tree heights derived from all methods applied in this study.
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Tree Species




	

	
Pine

	
Spruce

	
Alder

	
Oak

	
Lime

	
Hornbeam

	
Birch

	
All






	
R2 (field vs. ALS)

	
0.96

	
0.98

	
0.95

	
0.92

	
0.97

	
0.96

	
0.94

	
0.97




	
R2 (field vs. DAP)

	
0.96

	
0.95

	
0.93

	
0.91

	
0.93

	
0.95

	
0.92

	
0.95




	
R2 (ALS vs. DAP)

	
0.99

	
0.96

	
0.96

	
0.98

	
0.96

	
0.98

	
0.95

	
0.97
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Table 7. Relative contributions (%) of different variables to discrepancies (d—difference; |d|—absolute difference) between ALS- and DAP-derived heights according to BRT analysis for all BRT models.
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Predictor Type

	
Variable

	
Response




	
d

	
|d|






	
tree-related parameters

	
Tree species

	
24.81

	
25.29




	
Tree height

	
8.91

	
7.04




	
plot-related parameters

	
Height difference

	
32.24

	
25.32




	
Mean plot height

	
5.02

	
3.25




	
Minimum plot height

	
5.54

	
6.97




	
Maximum plot height

	
5.02

	
6.78




	
CV plot height

	
3.14

	
6.93




	
Crown cover

	
6.42

	
5.38




	
Crown cover—deciduous

	
5.81

	
6.94




	
Crown cover—coniferous

	
2.02

	
2.30




	
Number of trees

	
2.48

	
3.32




	
Forest type

	
0.47

	
0.47




	
Training data correlation

	
0.69

	
0.69




	
CV correlation

	

	
0.56

	
0.53




	
Standard error

	

	
0.05

	
0.02
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