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Abstract: Land cover classification is one of the most fundamental tasks in the field of remote sensing.
In recent years, fully supervised fully convolutional network (FCN)-based semantic segmentation
models have achieved state-of-the-art performance in the semantic segmentation task. However,
creating pixel-level annotations is prohibitively expensive and laborious, especially when dealing
with remote sensing images. Weakly supervised learning methods from weakly labeled annotations
can overcome this difficulty to some extent and achieve impressive segmentation results, but results
are limited in accuracy. Inspired by point supervision and the traditional segmentation method
of seeded region growing (SRG) algorithm, a weakly towards strongly (WTS) supervised learning
framework is proposed in this study for remote sensing land cover classification to handle the
absence of well-labeled and abundant pixel-level annotations when using segmentation models. In
this framework, only several points with true class labels are required as the training set, which are
much less expensive to acquire compared with pixel-level annotations through field survey or visual
interpretation using high-resolution images. Firstly, they are used to train a Support Vector Machine
(SVM) classifier. Once fully trained, the SVM is used to generate the initial seeded pixel-level training
set, in which only the pixels with high confidence are assigned with class labels whereas others are
unlabeled. They are used to weakly train the segmentation model. Then, the seeded region growing
module and fully connected Conditional Random Fields (CRFs) are used to iteratively update the
seeded pixel-level training set for progressively increasing pixel-level supervision of the segmentation
model. Sentinel-2 remote sensing images are used to validate the proposed framework, and SVM
is selected for comparison. In addition, FROM-GLC10 global land cover map is used as training
reference to directly train the segmentation model. Experimental results show that the proposed
framework outperforms other methods and can be highly recommended for land cover classification
tasks when the pixel-level labeled datasets are insufficient by using segmentation models.

Keywords: land cover classification; convolutional neural network; segmentation model; weakly
supervised; seeded region growing; fully connected Conditional Random Fields

1. Introduction

Land cover classification of remote sensing images plays an incredibly important
role in the study of ecological environment change, disaster recovery, urban planning or
precision agriculture [1,2]. With the development of remote sensing technology, we have
access to massive remote sensing databases that no manual method could handle, such as
the USGS (United States Geological Survey) Earth Explorer, ESA (European Space Agency)
Sentinel Mission or CHEOS (China High-resolution Earth Observation System). Therefore,
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developing reliable and efficient methods for automatic land cover classification of these
images is of prime importance.

A variety of algorithms have been introduced for land cover classification, including
support vector machine (SVM) [3], random forest [4] and artificial neural networks [5].
These methods have achieved better classification results, but today they fail to reach
the state-of-the-art performance, mainly because of their limited representation capability
compared to feature learning approaches. In recent years, deep learning models, and
especially convolutional neural networks (CNNs), have lead feature learning into a new
era in computer vision [6-8]. Numerous attempts have been made to introduce CNNs into
the field of remote sensing such as scene classification [9-11], object extraction [12,13] and
change detection [14,15] as well as land cover classification [16-19]. These kind of meth-
ods improve the land cover classification results. However, they ignore the relationship
betweenpatches, and boundary and outline distortions always exist among land covers of
classification results [20]. Meanwhile, the problems of redundant re-computation [21] and
low efficiency result in difficulty in efficient land cover classification.

The emergence of fully convolutional network (FCN) [22] overcomes the problems
of CNN-based methods and has become a powerful and promising scheme in the field
of semantic segmentation. Based on FCN, many semantic segmentation models have
been proposed for remote sensing classification in recent years and have obtained sate-
of-the-art performances compared with traditional methods [23-26]. Different from the
image-level training samples for CNN-based methods in which one single class label
is assigned to the whole input image, the training samples of segmentation models for
the dense classification task are pixel-level, in which the input image has the same size
as the reference data, and each pixel in the input image should be assigned to a class
label. Collecting large-scale accurate pixel-level annotation becomes time-consuming and
typically requires substantial financial investments.Even though there are abundant well-
annotated datasets such as ISPRS benchmark [27], DeepGlobe [28], SEN12MS [29] and
GID [30], which can provide great convenience for the research of land cover classification.
When mapping a new type of remote sensing images in real-world applications, these
annotations are out of operation. Fortunately, the existing numerous large-scale or even
global land cover maps can provide adequate reference data and make it possible for land
cover classification using segmentation models. For example, Isikdogan [31] used the global
land cover facility (GLCF) [32] product as reference data to train a deep fully convolutional
neural network model for water body mapping, and it performed significantly better than
traditional approaches. In the work of Scepanovic [33], coordination of information on the
environment (CORINE) land cover data was used as reference for land cover mapping
with sentinel-1 SAR (Synthetic Aperture Radar) imagery. Chantharaj [34] used the dataset
from Geo-Informatics and Space Technology Development Agency as true labels to train
segmentation models for the classification of Landsat-8 remote sensing images. However,
the resolutions of those maps typically range from 30 m to 1000 m per pixel [35], which
may be not consistent with the classified images, and the classification system in practical
applications may be different from that of those maps. In addition, a large number of noisy
labels are potentially available in those products, which will have negative influences on the
classification performance. Many methods, such as formulating robust loss function [36],
adding a noising layer in the neural network to learning the noise distribution [37] or
“co-teaching” robust training paradigm [38], have been proposed for robust learning from
noisy data, but they are mainly concentrated on the machine learning research. Literature
related to robust learning from noisy data for remote sensing land cover classification using
segmentation models is still rather scarce. Two robust loss functions are proposed to deal
with omission noise and registration noise in [39] for road detection from aerial images.
However, they are not suitable for dealing with more complex noise distribution in the land
cover classification. All these hinder the wide range of applications when using existing
land cover maps as reference data for land cover classification.
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Recently, weakly supervised learning has become a promising direction due to its
need for only weakly labeled or even unlabeled data, which can be easily collected in large
amounts and significantly reduce manual labeling. Many forms of weakly supervision
are explored in the machine learning community, such as image-level labels [40], point-
level [41], bounding box [42], scribbles [43], etc. Inspired by these techniques in machine
learning, many image-level weakly supervised methods have been introduced into remote
sensing classification research due to its significantly less annotation effort. In paper [44],
the authors used the mainstream weakly supervised semantic segmentation methodology
developed in natural scene images to map satellite images. They, however, achieved poor
performance, and more work is needed for developing alternative methodologies to gener-
alize them to satellite images. Considering the difference between computer vision datasets
and remote sensing ones, a weakly supervised feature-fusion network was proposed in [45]
for binary segmentation of remote sensing images and achieved comparable results to fully
supervised methods only using image-level annotations. A hierarchical weakly supervised
learning method was designed in [46] for pixel-level semantic residential area extraction
in remote sensing images based on image-level labels, and results showed the superiority
of the proposed method. Due to the absence of localization information, image-level su-
pervised learning can hardly reach the performance of fully supervised methods. At the
same time, the image-level labels also are needed to determine the presence or absence
of classes in every training sample, which are still time-consuming, especially for remote
sensing images.

Inspired by the point supervision [41] and selecting Rol (Region of Interest) as training
set for training traditional machine learning methods, points with true class labels are
selected as the training set in this paper for remote sensing land cover classification using
semantic segmentation methods. They can be more easily acquired through field survey
or visual interpretation using high-resolution images compared with pixel-level annota-
tions and image-level datasets. A weakly towards strongly (WTS) supervised learning
framework is proposed to better exploit these labeled points for remote sensing image clas-
sification. In short, to describe the proposed framework, a points training set is first used
to generate the initial seeded pixel-level training set using Support Vector Machine (SVM).
Then, the initial seeded training set is used to train the segmentation model. Once fully
trained, the seeded region growing (SRG) [47] module and the fully connected Conditional
Random Field (CRF) are used to progressively update these seeded training sets. Alter-
natively, the processes of training the segmentation model and updating seeded training
set are performed for progressively refining pixel-level supervision of the segmentation
model. Figure 1 presents the dynamic evolution of one training sample in seeded training
set of the WTS framework. In summary, the superiority of the proposed WTS framework is
indicated by the following:

1.  Easy implementation. As is well known, a large annotated dataset is indispensable
for deep learning research. In this study, pixel-level annotations are required for train-
ing semantic segmentation models, which is prohibitively expensive and laborious,
especially in the field of remote sensing. However, only several point samples with
true class labels as training set are needed in the proposed WTS framework. They can
be easily acquired through field survey or visual interpretation using high-resolution
images, which makes the land cover classification easy to implement when using
segmentation models.

2. High flexibility. Because of the absence of abundant well-annotated datasets, using
current large-scale or global land cover classification products as reference data is
a reliable solution. However, the land cover classification system is fixed in these
products, and some classes are not included in them when facing some practical
applications. In the proposed WTS framework, we can select the training samples
according to the pre-defined classification system, which can improve the flexibility
of our framework.
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3. High accuracy. In the generation of the initial seeded pixel-level training set using
SVM, only pixels with high confidence are assigned with class labels, and then
they are used to train the segmentation model. Furthermore, the SRG module and
the fully connected CRF are used to progressively update training set for gradually
optimizing their quality. All these make our framework achieve excellent classification
performance.

e Seed Seed, T Seed, T Seed,
B Actificial Surface Barren Land [ Cropland [ Forest [ Wt
Figure 1. The dynamic evolution of one training sample in several iterations of the proposed weakly
towards strongly (WTS) framework. It can be found that the quality of the training sample is gradually
improved with the optimization process. (Seed; denotes the seeded training set of i iteration, while
Seed denotes the initial seeded training set. The white areas represent the unlabeled points).

The rest of this paper is structured as follows. The study area and experimental data
are described in Section 2. Section 3 illustrates the proposed WTS framework in detail.
Section 4 presents the experimental setup and the comparison of classification results. The
influences of the experimental setting on classification results are analyzed in Section 5.
Finally, Section 6 provides the conclusion and the future work.

2. Materials
2.1. Study Area and Remote Sensing Data

The study area is located in the region of northwest France. To cover the study area,
two Sentinel-2B level-2A remote sensing images on 19 September 2019 were selected as
the experimental data. As shown in Figure 2, the study area was divided into three parts
for training, validation and testing of land cover classification methods. Sentinel-2B is one
of two Sentinel-2 satellites and carries a multispectral instrument (MSI) with 13 spectral
channels in the visible, near infrared (VNIR) and short wave infrared spectral range (SWIR)
at 10 m, 20 m and 60 m spatial resolution. Table 1 describes the detailed parameters of
the Sentinel-2B bands used in this study. The bands with 10 m spatial resolution are all
re-sampled into 20 m using bilinear interpolation for consistency with the other bands.

N
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Figure 2. Overview of the study area and location of areas for training, validation and testing.
(The base is Sentinel-2B band 4,3,2 true color composite image).
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Table 1. Technical specification of Sentinel-2B bands used in this study.
Band Number Spectral Region Central Wavelength (nm) Bandwidth (nm) Spatial Resolution (m)
2 Blue 492.1 98 10
3 Green 559 46 10
4 Red 665 39 10
5 Vegetation Red Edge 703.8 20 20
6 Vegetation Red Edge 739.1 18 20
7 Vegetation Red Edge 779.7 28 20
8 NIR 833 133 10
8a Vegetation Red Edge 864 32 20
11 SWIR 1610.4 141 20
12 SWIR 2185.7 238 20
2.2. Points Training Set
In this study, five classes including artificial surface, barren land, cropland, forest and
water were defined as the land cover classification scheme. A total of 16,844 points were
assigned with true class labels as training set by visual interpretation and viewing the
high-resolution images from Google Earth. Detailed descriptions of training samples are
illustrated in Table 2.
Table 2. Land cover classification scheme and training set size.
Class Short Description Number of Points Area (km?)
Artificial Surface Artificial covers such as urban areas, rural cottages and roads. 3332 1.3328
Barren Land Surface .vegetatlon is hardly ol?servable, §uch as urban areas with 3309 1.3236
little constructed material, bare mines and beaches.
Human planted land that generally has regular distribution
Cropland patterns including cultivated land and fallow land. 3726 1.4904
Trees observable in the landscape, such as broadleaf forest,
Forest needleleaf forest and shrubland 3467 1.3868
Water Water bodies such as rivers, lakes, reservoirs and ponds. 3010 1.2040

3. Methodology

In this section, the details of the proposed weakly towards strongly supervised learn-
ing framework are given. Firstly, we introduce general steps of the WTS framework. Then
the initial seed generation, segmentation model, seeded loss, fully connected CRF and
seeded region growing in the WTS framework are described in detail.

The overview of the proposed weakly towards strongly supervised learning frame-
work is illustrated in Figure 3, and general steps can be described as follows.

(1) Initial seed generation: Use points training set (as described in Section 2.2) to generate
the initial seeded pixel-level data set (denoted as seedy) including training set and
validation set using SVM, in which only confident points are treated as seed points.

(2) Train the segmentation model: Use seed; (seedy when firstly training) to train the
segmentation model, and seeded loss is used to update the model parameters.

(3) Update seed: Take images of seed; as the input of the fully trained segmentation
model from Procedure (2) to produce the probability maps, then the fully connected
CRF and SRG are used to update seed; to get the updated seed;; based on the input
images and output probability maps.

(4) Iterate until convergence: Treat seed;; as a new data set to iterate Procedures (2)
and (3) until seed points within the data set no longer change.

(5) Classification stage: Use the final trained segmentation model to classify test images
to get the classification results.
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Figure 3. Overview of the proposed weakly towards strongly supervised learning framework.

3.1. Initial Seed Generation Using Points Training Set

As patches are required for fully convolutional semantic-segmentation trainings, single
training points can not be used as is. To deal with this, SVM is selected to transform the
points training set into a “patch-patch” pixel-level data set, which is defined as the initial
seed in this paper. The procedures of the initial seed generation are shown in Figure 4.
Firstly, the points training set is used to train SVM. Then, patch images with size of
256 x 256 are clipped from training/validation images and fed into the fully trained SVM
to get the class probability maps, which are computed based on the isotonic regression.
In order to ensure the diversity of training samples, patch images are clipped by two
ways: clipping by sliding the patch window with no overlap and clipping randomly in
training/validation area. Finally, a probability threshold is defined for filtering pixels of
the output class probability maps to get the initial seed. If the maximum class probability
is higher than the threshold, the pixel is defined as seed point and is assigned as the
corresponding class label; otherwise the pixel is treated as the unlabeled point. Note
that the patch images with no seed points are not considered. The probability threshold
determines the sparsity and quality of seed points and is a vital hyper-parameter in this
study. Its influence on the classification results will be analyzed in Section 5.1. To sum up,
10,000 and 2500 “patch-patch” samples are generated separately as the initial training seed
and initial validation seed from the training area and validation area. In order to get a
robust classification result, the initial seed generation is repeated five times in parallel to
get five different training/validation sets. The accuracy evaluation results in this paper are
obtained by averaging the results of five parallel experiments. In addition, as we know, the
diversity of training samples is one of the most important factors that influence classification
results. The study area in this paper is relatively small, and spectral distribution differences
in the study area are not obvious. Thus, clipping training samples only from the training
area is enough to ensure the diversity of training samples. This is different from dealing
with large territories because of the big spectral distribution differences among different
areas. In this case, the selecting and clipping operations of patch images should be evenly
distributed over the whole large study area.

3.2. Semantic Segmentation Model

In order to achieve dense prediction, FCN [22] was proposed, which is a modification
of the CNN architecture and has made promising improvements in the performance of
semantic segmentation. In the FCN, all fully connected layers are replaced by convolu-
tional layers. This modification enables the model to take inputs of any arbitrary size and
produce corresponding-sized output instead of a single label with efficient inference and
learning. FCN is the pioneering work of semantic segmentation, which defines a general
framework for dense pixel-wise prediction. Based on the FCN, various semantic segmen-
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tation models have been designed to improve segmentation performance in recent years,
such as SegNet [48], DeepLab [49], U-Net [50] and FC-DenseNet [51]. All of them aim to
extract and combine multi-scale context information or enhance feature discriminability
for implementing precise segmentation. Considering the popularity in the remote sensing
field, U-Net is selected as the segmentation model to be studied in this paper, and the
architecture of U-Net is shown in Figure 5.

—a

"Point-Point"
Training Set

-

"Patch-Patch"
Training/Validation set

SVM

Training/
Validation Images

Figure 4. Procedures of the initial seed generation.
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Figure 5. The architecture of U-Net.

The U-Net stems from the FCN model but was modified in a way that it yields better
segmentation in medical images. As shown in Figure 5, this architecture is symmetric and
consists of three sections—encoder, bottleneck and decoder—which gives it the U-shaped
network. The encoder converts the input image into compact representation by many
contraction blocks. The bottleneck plays a role of the bond between encoder and decoder.
The core of this architecture lies in the decoder, which recovers the representation to a
pixel-wise classification output with the same size as the input image. Similar to encoder,
it also consists of several expansion blocks. In addition, the skip connections are applied
between the encoder and the decoder to provide local information to the global high-level
features while upsampling. It is worth noting that the cropping operation in original U-Net
was not used in this study.

3.3. Seeded Loss

Because many pixels in the seeded training set are unlabeled, the seeded loss [52] is
used to guide the weakly supervised learning of segmentation models, for only matching
the seed points while ignoring the rest pixels of the image. The seeded loss could be defined
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as a cross-entropy between the seeded annotations and the probability maps generated by
the segmentation model, and the formula is as follows.

1
Lseeded = _m Z Z log Pu,c 1)

ceCueSs,

where C is the class set used in this study, S, is a location set of seed points of class c and
Pu,c is the probability value of the pixel of class c at position u.

3.4. Fully Connected CRF

In the training phase of the segmentation model, the seeded loss was used to optimize
the prediction, resulting in high accuracy in the seed points but low confidence in other
regions. To this end, the fully connected CRF [53] was firstly used in the phase of updating
seed to optimize the output probability maps of the segmentation model. Fully connected
CREF is a graphical model and has been successfully used in the semantic segmentation task
due to its qualitative and quantitative performance to improve localization. Suppose that
the x is the class assignment for pixels, the following energy function is employed in the
fully connected CRF model:

E(x) =) tpu(xi) Y p(xi, %)) @)
1 ij

The ¥y, (x;) is the unary potential and is computed as ¢, (x;) = —log px,, where py,
is the class probability at pixel i of the segmentation model output. Function ¢, (x;, x;)
is the pairwise potential and has the form ¢, (x;, x;) = p(x;, x;) YK L wmkm (fi, fi), where
#(x;, xj) = 1if i # j, otherwise u(x;, x;) = 0. Each pixel in the image is fully connected
with others no matter how far from each other to build the pairwise term. Parameter
wp is the weighted parameter, and k;, stands for the Gaussian kernel, which depends on
the features (f;, f;) of pixel i and pixel j. Parameter K is the number of Gaussian kernels.
Notably, the bilateral kernel is adopted, which is defined in terms of the spectral vectors I;
and [; and positions p; and p;:

Ko f) = —aneppimpl bl nil .
iJj) = Te1exp 202 2(75 2EXp 202

where the first kernel depends on both pixel positions and spectral vectors, and the second
kernel only depends on the pixel positions; 0p, 0, and ¢, are hyper parameters and
control the scale of the Gaussian kernels. In this study, the unary potentials are computed
based on the probability maps of the segmentation model, while the original image pixels
are used to infer pairwise potentials. The fully connected CRF model is amenable to
efficient approximate probabilistic inference. The influence of fully connected CRF on
the classification results will be analyzed in Section 5.2 to validate its importance in the
proposed framework.

3.5. Seeded Region Growing (SRG)

In initial seed generation, only the pixels with high confidence are defined as the initial
seed points, and they are relatively sparse. To have a denser supervision of segmentation
model for better classification performance, the unlabeled pixels should be grown based on
the seed points to generate more dense pixel-level annotations. A classical segmentation
algorithm named Seeded Region Growing is adopted to formulate this problem after the
process of fully connected CRF. The basis of seed points growing is the pixels in the small
homogeneous regions should have the same class.

In SRG, the initial seed points are firstly selected based on some simple criteria such as
color, texture and intensity. In this study, we used SVM to generate the initial seed points,
which was described in Section 3.1. Once placed, the regions are grown from adjacent
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unlabeled points of these seed points based on the similarity criterion. The following
similarity criterion was used to determine whether the unlabeled point should be merged
into the special region or not, which is based on the output probability maps of fully
connected CRE.

TRUE pyc>6. (c=argmaxp,)

P(puc,0c) = . ¢ 4)
FALSE otherwise

where the P(py,,0.) is the similarity criterion; p,, . is the probability value of class ¢ at
position u of probability maps; 6, is the probability threshold of class c. In practice, the same
threshold was set for all classes. 6, is set as 0.95 initially, then is added by 0.002 per iteration.

Once the similarity criterion is defined, the probability maps and seed points are fed
into SRG for growing regions. SRG is an iterative algorithm for visiting each class. At
the iteration of class c, we visit every pixel in the S, and compute the P ( Pu,c,0c) of its
8-connected neighbor pixels. Then, a new set of labeled pixels are generated and they are
appended to S.. After that, the new S is revisited, and S, is updated again until the S,
is changeless. Once all classes are iterated, the SRG is stopped and new seed points are
obtained, which will be used to train the segmentation model.

4. Results and Analysis
4.1. Experimental Setup
4.1.1. Implement Details

The Keras deep learning framework was used to implement all experiments. The
ResNet50 [6] architecture was used as the backbone to build U-Net, which was initialized
using the Gaussian distribution function in the initial training of WTS. U-Nets of other
iterations in WTS were initialized by using the fully trained model’s parameters of the
last iteration. Adaptive moment estimation (Adam) algorithm was selected to optimize
all models. The batch size was set as 10. All segmentation models were trained until the
training loss converged. All implements were evaluated on the Windows 7 operating
system with one 3.6 GHz 8-core i7-4790 CPU and 32GB memory. A NVIDIA GTX 1070 GPU
was used to accelerate computing. In addition, SVM was selected as the compared method.
The LIBSVM [54] was used to implement it. The radial basis function (RBF) was set as
the kernel function, and the hyper-parameters of SVM were optimized by using cross-
validation.

4.1.2. Evaluation Metrics

Overall accuracy (OA), kappa coefficient, precision, recall, F; score and intersection
over union (IoU) were used to assess the quantitative classification performance. All of
them can be computed by calculating the confusion matrix, which is an informative table
that can allow a direct visualization of the performance on each class and can be used for
analyzing the errors and confusions between different classes easily. OA is defined as the
number of correctly classified pixels divided by total test pixels, which is the most intuitive
measure to reveal the classification performance of all test pixels. Kappa coefficient is
thought to be a more robust measure than a simple percent agreement calculation because
it takes into account the possibility of the agreement occurring by chance. Precision is the
ratio of correctly predicted pixels to the total predicted pixels, and recall is the ratio of
correctly predicted pixels to all pixels in the actual label. The F; is the weighted average of
precision and recall. IoU measure is the proportion of intersection among the predicted
pixels and true pixels over their union. F; and IoU are all effective metrics for evaluating
categorical accuracy. The formulas of them are as follows.

Precision; = _Ni ®)

Y1 Nji
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N.,
Recall; = —=—— 1 (6)
Z]':1 N ij
By = 2 % Pr‘ec'isioni x Recall; @
Precision; + Recall;
ToU; — _ Precision; X Re?a'll,- ®)
Precision; + Recall; — Precision; x Recall;
Y1 Nij
OA = ==—— 9
N ©)
OA — pe
Kappa = ———— 10
pPa = (10)
B L (Nig x X5 Nij) a1
Pe = N x N

where precision; is the precision of class i, recall; is the recall of class 7, Fy; is the F; of class ,
IoU; is the IoU of class i, N; j is the number of pixels that have class i but be classified into
class j, C is the total number of classes and C =5 in this study, N is the total number of test
pixels. All these metrics are in the range of 0 to 1, except for Kappa with a range of —1 to 1.
A higher value indicates a better classification performance.

4.1.3. Test Set

For accuracy evaluation, though it is better to use all pixels in the test area, the
assignment of the true class label to each pixel is a complicated task. The grid point
sampling is an alternative method since it can ensure the spatial distribution of testing
points is uniform. However, it may lead to a serious class imbalance, and classes with small
proportions may be not selected when some classes account for the most area (such as the
cropland in the study area). Therefore, in this study, thousands of points with true class
labels were selected manually from the test area to evaluate the classification results. For a
fair evaluation, the following rules were followed when selecting testing points (taking the
cropland as an example). First, croplands in many parts of the test area should be selected,
not only focusing on a small part, to ensure a uniform spatial distribution. Second, all
types of croplands, including not only cultivated farmland but fallow farmland, should be
considered. Finally, more points should be selected at the border between cropland and
other land covers than the inside homogeneous cropland region. The true class label of
each point is defined by visual interpretation and viewing the high-resolution images from
Google Earth. The number of each class in the test set is as follows: artificial surface, 4600;
barren land, 2000; cropland, 5000; forest, 4000; water, 2000.

4.2. Experimental Results and Analysis
4.2.1. Results of WTS and Compared Methods

Classification results of WTS are obtained from the eight iterations in this section.
The probability threshold to generate initial seed was set as 0.7. SVM was selected to be
compared with WTS due to its popularity and efficient performance in remote sensing
classification applications. The training set of SVM was the same as WTS. Moreover,
global land cover map FROM-GLC10 [55] was used as reference data to train U-Net. The
corresponding classification results were also compared in this section. FROM-GLC10 is
acquired based on 10 m resolution Sentinel-2 data and achieved an overall accuracy of
72.76% at global scale. It was down-sampled to 20 m resolution to be consistent with images
used in this study. In FROM-GLC10, cropland, forest, grassland, shrubland, wetland, water,
tundra, impervious surface, barren land and snow/ice were used as the classification
system. Tundra and snow/ice were not included in the study area. In order to keep
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consistent with the classification system in this study as close as possible, and by analyzing
the class definition of two classification systems, the following merging rules of classes
in FROM-GLC10 were followed to get the final reference data: cropland and grassland
were merged as cropland; forest and shrubland were merged as forest; wetland and water
were merged as water; impervious surface was treated as artificial surface. OA, kappa
coefficient, F; and IoU of all classes of all methods are gathered in Table 3. Classification
results of two representative areas are shown in Figure 6 for a better visual interpretation
and analysis.

Table 3. OA, kappa coefficient, F; and IoU of all classes of WTS and compared methods. (The optimal results are marked in

bold. F; and IoU are separated with symbol “/”, and the former stands for F; while the latter stands for IoU).

Artificial Surface Barren Land Cropland Forest Water OA Kappa
0.7879 0.6492 0.7391 0.8689 0.9480

SVM /0.6501 /0.4806 /0.5861 /0.7681 /0.9012 0.7965 0.7377
0.5513 0.0070 0.7365 0.8602 0.8928

U-Net(FROM-GLC10) /0.3801 /0.0035 /0.5829 /07547 j0s0ea OO 0919
0.8103 0.7100 0.7793 0.8847 0.9623

WIS /0.6810 /0.5503 /0.6384 /0.7932 /0.9273 0.8252 0.7738

From Table 3, it can be observed that WTS obtained the best results on all metrics.
WTS achieved OA of 82.52% and outperformed SVM by approximately 3%, which is a
considerable accuracy improvement on the land cover classification of remote sensing. The
U-Net that uses FROM-GLC10 as reference data obtained the worst result and achieved OA
of merely 69.43%, which is almost 10% lower than SVM. This is due to a number of factors
such as imaging time inconsistency between Sentinel-2B images and FROM-GLC10(2017),
classification system inconsistency and incorrectly labeled information in FROM-GLC10.
Thus, using the current land cover map can solve the problem of insufficiency of reference
data when using segmentation models, but it has limitations when meeting practical
applications. As for the categorical accuracy analysis, U-Net also obtained the worst results
on all classes except for cropland, which is a little higher than SVM. WTS increased the
F; by more than 6% than SVM on barren land. Barren land was the hardest class to
identify among all classes in our study, which is always confused with artificial surface
and cropland. This is because the existence of buildings with high brightness among the
artificial surface and fallow farmlands among the cropland, which all have similar spectral
values with barren land. Due to different definitions of barren land in our study and FROM-
GLC10 and a small percent of barren land on the training set, U-Net only obtained 0.070 F;
on the barren land. Moreover, 2.24%, 4.02%, 1.58% and 1.43% F; improvements were
achieved by WTS than SVM for artificial surface, cropland, forest and water, separately.
All these demonstrate the effectiveness of the proposed WTS framework on the land
cover classification. This good performance benefits not only from the ability of learning
multi-scale features of segmentation models, but also the constant seed updates based
on iterative process by SRG and fully connected CRF that can progressively optimize the
segmentation model.

As for qualitative comparison, the classification results in Figure 6 show that there
was more salt and pepper noise in the classification result of SVM, while the results of
U-Net and WTS looked more compact and continuous. This is because the segmentation
model had a large receptive field and could not only use the spectral information but also
multi-scale features of the neighborhood field. U-Net achieved bad results on artificial
surfaces. This is mainly because of many incorrectly labeled points in FROM-GLC10,
which had a significant negative impact on the results. In addition, as shown in purple
circles marked in Figure 6 for SVM, many fallow farmlands among the cropland were
misclassified as barren land. This misclassification existed in the results of WTS, but has
been greatly reduced, while U-Net could avoid this misclassification well. At the same
time, some croplands were also confused with artificial surfaces for SVM (shown in the
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yellow circles). All these confusions were due to the limitation of expression of the spectral
value. For the barren land shown in the white circle, SVM and WTS could extract well,
while U-Net misclassified them as artificial surfaces, which is caused by the class definition
difference. In our study, bare mines were treated as barren land, whereas they belong to
the impervious surface in FROM-GLC10. As for water and forest, all methods had great
performances via visualization interpretation.
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Figure 6. Classification results visual comparison of SVM and compared methods.

4.2.2. Results in Different Iterations of WTS

As illustrated in the methodology section, WTS is an iterative process to progressively
update the training set and optimize the segmentation model. In order to demonstrate its
progressive optimization on classification performance, classification results in different
iterations of WTS are compared in this section; 0.7 was set for the probability threshold
to generate initial seed in WTS. Figure 7 shows the OA, kappa coefficient and F; of all
classes at different iterations of WTS. Classification results of one selected area in different
iterations are shown in Figure 8.

== 0A =o— Kappa

== artificial surface =®= barren land == cropland forest == water

0.95 o~

3 4 5 6 7 8 9 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 ] 8 9

(a) OA and Kappa. (b) F; of all classes.

Figure 7. OA, Kappa coefficient and F; of all classes at different iterations of WTS.
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For the overall classification performance, OA and kappa coefficient constantly in-
creased with the advance of the optimization process of WTS and gradually tended to be
stable in the later stage. The accuracy improvement was obvious in the front stage, and
gradually decreased. This demonstrates that WTS can continuously optimize the seeded
training set in the iterative process, which can be observed in Figure 1. As a result, the
classification performance can keep getting better. For the category accuracy, the F; of
water and forest were basically not affected and were relatively stable. This is because these
two land covers are more homogeneous than others, and they are easy to be distinguished
even using only the spectral information. So in the initial seed generation phase using
SVM, most pixels of water and forest have been assigned as initial seed points given the
0.7 probability threshold. Thus, the seed update of the these two land covers can not
change too much. The hardest distinguished land cover, barren land, achieved the biggest
accuracy improvement of almost 0.05 on Fy, further illustrating the effectiveness of WTS
on updating the training set. The accuracy improvements of artificial surface and cropland
were placed in the middle. Via visual interpretation in Figure 8, some fallow farmlands
were misclassified as barren land (shown in the purple circle marked areas) in the initial
iteration. With the iterative process, these misclassifications were gradually reduced, which
is consistent with the quantitative evaluation results. The classification performances of
water and forest were stable.

Iteration 3

seed as training set).

Iteration 4 Iteration 5 Iteration 6

I Artificial Surface Barren Land [ Cropland [ Forest I Voter

Figure 8. Classification results evolution in different iterations of WTS. (Iteration0 stands for the result that using the initial

5. Discussion

In this section, the influences of probability of threshold to generate initial seed and
using the fully connected CRF on classification results are studied and discussed.

5.1. Influence of Probability Threshold to Generate Initial Seed on Classification Result

The probability threshold to generate the initial seed is a vital hyper-parameter in the
proposed WTS framework. It controls the sparsity and quality of the initial seed. Thus,
the probability threshold was set as [0.5, 0.6, 0.7, 0.8, 0.9] to evaluate its influence on
classification results. Percents of all land covers and unlabeled points in the initial training
set based on different probability thresholds are listed in Table 4. When the probability
threshold increases, fewer pixels will be assigned as seed points but with higher quality.
Otherwise, the number of initial seed points is increasing, but the quality is going to get
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worse. This is because many misclassified pixels by SVM are also treated as seed points,
which will result in a negative effect on the classification performance.

Table 4. Percents (%) of all land covers and unlabeled points in the initial training set based on
different probability thresholds.

I?}?feﬁﬁiay Unlabeled Asl;:ii;l::l Bf:;iln Cropland Forest Water
0.5 6.14 8.63 3.62 61.55 19.06 1.01
0.6 18.70 6.20 222 55.67 16.26 0.95
0.7 31.32 4.10 0.95 49.39 13.35 0.90
0.8 45.20 2.06 0.39 41.37 10.14 0.84
0.9 63.32 0.14 0.17 28.99 6.64 0.74

Overall accuracies of classification results based on different probability thresholds
for generating initial seed are illustrated in Figure 9. It can be observed that the probability
threshold of 0.7 achieved the best classification performance. The worst performance
belonged to 0.9. The seed points had high confidence when given probability threshold of
0.9. However, as illustrated in Table 4, more than 63% pixels were unlabeled, and artificial
surface and barren land all only accounted for less than 0.2%. These limited training
datasets may not guarantee adequate training of the deep classification model. At the same
time, the extreme imbalance class distribution will further make a negative effect on the
classification result. The accuracy increased when going to the next iteration. This may
due to the SRG algorithm that updates the initial seed and leads to more points that can
be trained in the deep classification model. However, accuracy started to decrease when
the iteration increased and was even lower than the initial iteration. When the probability
threshold was set as 0.5, only 6.14% pixels were unlabeled, and the classification accuracy
was close to SVM. The accuracy improved in the later iteration, but it soon was stable. The
0.6 and 0.8 indicate similar good classification performances, but still worse than using
probability threshold of 0.7. Comprehensively, 0.7 was the optimal probability threshold
that could balance the sparsity and quality of training set well.

0.83 —05 0.6 0.7 08 =009

0 1 2 3 - 5 6 7

Figure 9. Overall accuracies of classification results based on different probability thresholds for
generating the initial seed.

5.2. Influence of Fully Connected CRF on Classification Results

In the procedure of updating seed in the proposed WTS, seeded region growing and
fully connected CRF were used. This is no doubt because the seeded region growing
algorithm plays the most important role on improving the training set. However, fully
connected CRF is also an indispensable module in WTS. In order to verify its validity on the
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classification result, a comparative experiment of WTS with and without fully connected
CRF was conducted in this section. The probability threshold to generate initial seed was
set as 0.7. Figure 10 shows the accuracy comparison of classification results.

083 ——CRF  =——No CRF

0.825
0.82

0.815

OA

0.81

0.805

0.8

0.795

0.79

0 1 2 3 4 6 7

h

Figure 10. Overall accuracies of classification results of WTS with and without fully connected CRF.

From Figure 10, it can be found that the accuracy increased very slowly when not
using fully connected CRF. This is because the segmentation model falls into a state of
“self-deception”. It is a state that can be understood as follows: when not using fully
connected CRE, the output probability map learned by the segmentation model is directly
fed into the SRG module to update training set. Then, the updated training set will be
further used to train the segmentation model. This means the segmentation model is
always trained by its self-learned knowledge. This will make it difficult to update the
parameters of the model. Therefore, the accuracy is almost unchanged. However, the fully
connected CRF will help the segmentation model to escape such a “self-deception” state as
it can optimize the output probability map based on the corresponding image. Therefore,
the fully connected CRF is a vital component in the proposed WTS framework. Figure 11
shows one training sample evolution of WTS with and without fully connected CRF, which
can also verify the effectiveness of fully connected CRF in visual interpretation.

Seed (C) v Seed,(CRF)

Seedo Seed;(No_CRF) Seed,(No_CRF) Seed;(No_CRF) Seed4(N(37C)
- Artificial Surface | Barren Land - Cropland - Forest - Water
Figure 11. One training sample evolution comparison of WTS with and without fully connected CRF. (“CRF” means using
fully connected CRF in WTS, and “No_CRF” means not using using fully connected CRF in WTS. The white areas represent
the unlabeled points).
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6. Conclusions and Future Work

In order to deal with the insufficiency of pixel-level annotations for training semantic
segmentation models, a weakly towards strongly (WTS) supervised learning framework is
proposed in this study for remote sensing land cover classification, which is inspired by the
weakly supervised learning method and seeded region growing traditional segmentation
algorithm. In the proposed framework, only several “point-point” style training samples
are required to generate the initial “patch-patch” seeded training set using SVM for training
segmentation models. Compared with pixel-level annotations, they are much less expen-
sive to be acquired. Then, the fully connected CRF and SRG modules are used to gradually
update the training set, which can progressively improve the pixel-level supervision of
segmentation models. The superiority of the proposed WTS framework has been verified
on Sentinel-2 remote sensing images. Experimental results show that the proposed WTS
framework is superior to SVM and the method of U-Netthat uses global land cover map
FROM-GLC10 as training reference data. WTS is a reliable and effective method for land
cover classification using segmentation models when the pixel-level labeled datasets are
insufficient. SVM is not a unique way to generate the initial seed; other classifiers such
as neural network and random forest can also be used. Analyzing current land cover
classification products and treating the class consistent points as the initial seed points is
also an advisable way. In future work, these works will be studied and compared to further
improve the quality of the initial seed. The U-Net segmentation model used in this paper is
also not unalterable, which just provides a benchmark and can be improved and replaced
by other segmentation models. In addition, the effectiveness of different bands of remote
sensing images on the classification results will be analyzed in future work for providing
more valuable information on land cover classification.
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