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Abstract: Biogenic films are very thin surface oils, frequently observed near aquaculture farms,
that affect the roughness and the optical properties of the sea surface, making them visible in SAR
and multispectral images. The purpose of this study is to investigate the potential of satellite SAR
and multispectral sensors in the detection of biogenic oil films near aquaculture farms. Sentinel-1
SAR and Sentinel-2 multispectral data were exploited to detect the films around three aquaculture
sites. The study is divided in three stages: (a) preprocessing, (b) main process and (c) accuracy
assessment. The preprocessing stage includes subset, filtering, land masking and image corrections.
The main process was similar for both datasets, using an adaptive thresholding method to identify
dark formations, extract and classify them. Finally, the performance of the algorithm was evaluated
based on the estimation of standard classification error statistics. The evaluation of the results was
based on empirical photointerpretation and in situ photos. The results are successful and promising,
with overall accuracy over 70%, while both sensors are proved to be effective in the detection, with
Sentinel-1 SAR presenting slightly better accuracy (81%) than Sentinel-2 MSI (70%). There is no
evidence of these films causing stress to the aquaculture farms or the surrounding environment;
however, our knowledge on their presence, amount and dissolution is limited and further knowledge
could contribute to efficient feeding management and fish welfare.
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1. Introduction

Satellite remote sensing (RS) offers a great advantage in continuous monitoring in
terms of spatial and temporal coverage for large, inaccessible areas. The properties of dif-
ferent sensors provide a wide range of useful information on sea status and oceanographic
phenomena (low wind areas, sea fronts, currents, oil spills, ocean color, surface temperature
etc.). Aquaculture processes both affect and are affected by the marine environment in
many ways.

Aquaculture, one of the most important economic activities related to the sea, is
rapidly growing over the last few decades [1]. Along with rapid growth, aquaculture
industry is dealing with constant challenges in terms of sustainability and viability, if it is
in a harmonious coexistence with other activities in the coastal zone. Proper management
is one of the challenges that is vital for both aquaculture industry and the environment.

Several observations above aquaculture cages indicate, under certain environmental
conditions, the existence of a surface film of biogenic origin attached to the cages (Figure 1),
possessing hydrophobic properties and usually containing substances such as proteins,
lipids, organic acids, saccharides and metals associated with the organic matter [2]. The
films’ behavior (i.e., spreading, dispersion, moving direction etc.) is a result of the local
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conditions and their frequent observation near aquaculture sites is probably associated
with anthropogenic activities in the area, such as feeding or liquid waste. Biogenic oil films
are easily transferred through surface currents and have a short lifespan, while there is no
evidence of causing any kind of stress to the aquaculture operation or the surrounding
environment. However, our knowledge about its presence, amount and dissolution may
provide important evidence for efficient feeding and fish health management. In this
context, further research on the film origin and distribution is crucial in order to achieve
major improvements in aquaculture management.
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Figure 1. Biogenic oil film detected in photograph captured from land on 05.02.2021, 12:15 (EET).

The type, quantity and thickness of any surface film affect its lifespan. Thicker oils
such as mineral oils are more resistant to the wind speed, while biogenic oil films are overly
sensitive to wind speed and waves, and are drifted away through surface currents. Their
thickness (approximately 3 nm, according to [2]) allows only a few liters to cover large
areas, but they are easily dissolved soon after their formation, making it extremely difficult
to capture it in satellite images.

Oil films, in general, can be visible in synthetic aperture radar (SAR) images as they
affect the sea surface roughness, causing the elimination of short gravity capillary waves
and, consequently, the retractable radar signal [3–6]. Any oil film appears in the surface as
a dark formation in SAR imagery. The Sentinel-1 SAR sensor provides high quality and
continuous data for almost all Earth’s surface, high resolution data (30 m) in all weather and
light conditions and is not affected by cloud coverage, while Sentinel-1A and Sentinel-1B
are able to provide data with good temporal resolution, covering the same area almost
daily or even twice a day for some areas.

Optical images may also detect biogenic oil films, as they affect the optical properties
of the sea surface. Surface oils absorb most of the visible light, resulting in lower reflectance
values and, thus, they appear to be darker than the surrounding area. The thickness and
optical properties of the film affect the spectral characteristics of the surface, resulting in
different spectral signatures. Counter to SAR data, which already have a proven efficiency
in detecting surface oils, optical data have not yet been widely exploited for the same
purpose. Gade et al. [7,8] suggest that the influence of surface films in the emissivity at
near-infrared (NIR) bands could make them visible in infrared bands, and a multisensor
approach can have a significant contribution in oil spill detection. In addition, Kolokoussis
and Karathanassi [9] developed an object-based methodology for detecting oil spills ap-
plied on optical Sentinel-2 images with promising results for both natural and mineral oils.
Although there are a few studies that indicate the capability of optical sensors on detecting
oil films [10–12], their efficiency has not yet been sufficiently explored. Sentinel-2 Multi-
spectral Imager (MSI) provides high resolution imagery in visible and near-infrared bands
(10 m) and global coverage every 5 days. Despite the limitation due to cloud coverage,
Sentinel-2’s specifications provide a wide range of information that could contribute in oil
spill detection.

While SAR sensors have proven their efficiency in the field [3–6,13–16] and the ca-
pabilities of multispectral sensors have been explored [9–12,17–20], the synergistic use
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of multispectral and SAR data has not yet been widely explored. To benefit from the
capabilities of each different sensor, combined use of multispectral and SAR data has been
suggested in recent studies [7,16,21].

The purpose of this study is to investigate the potential use of satellite data for
the detection of biogenic oil films near aquaculture farms by using Sentinel-1 SAR and
Sentinel-2 multispectral data. The study includes three stages: (a) preprocessing, (b) main
process and (c) accuracy assessment. During the first stage, satellite data are corrected and
calibrated. The main process includes the identification of the dark formations and their
classification in biogenic oil film or similar features. Lastly, in order to verify our results,
the performance of the methodology is evaluated using an error matrix; complementary in
situ photos are used for the dates of coincidence with satellite images.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Site

For the purposes of the study, the developed methodology is implemented in three
different areas of interest: (a) Kratigos, (b) Karaburun Peninsula and (c) Ildir Bay (Figure 2).
All areas are located in North Aegean Sea, close to the Greek and Turkish coastline. More
specifically, the aquaculture farm in Site 1 (Kratigos) is in the southeast part of Lesvos
Island in Greece, very close to the coastline and covered only on the north side from the
main island (Figure 2). It is a small farm with a maximum 27 cages covering about 0.1 km2.
The farms located in Site 2 (near Karaburun Peninsula) and in Site 3 (inside the Ildir Bay),
are far from the coastline. The two farms in Site 2 have 28 cages (14 each) covering about
0.2 km2 and are operating with automatic feeders (Figure 2). Site 3 consists of five farms
with 150 cages in total, covering an area of 0.4 km2. Farms in Sites 2 and 3 are considerably
larger and not as close to the coast as the farm in Site 1.
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Figure 2. The study sites are located in north Aegean Sea, near the coastline of the Greek Lesvos
Island (up) in Kratigos (1) and the Turkish İzmir Province (down) near Karaburun Peninsula (2)
and Ildir Bay (3). Satellite images from Google Earth show the farms in more detail. In photo 2, the
feeding system used in the farms is seen.
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2.2. Datasets

Data from Sentinel-1 (S1) and Sentinel-2 (S2) satellite missions were exploited to
detect biogenic oil films near the aquaculture sites. Both missions are part of European
Union’s Earth observation program “Copernicus” (https://www.copernicus.eu/en/about-
copernicus, accessed on 28 April 2021) and the data were automatically downloaded
from European Space Agency’s (ESA) Scientific Data Hub (https://scihub.copernicus.eu/,
accessed on 28 April 2021).

Sentinel-1 is a synthetic aperture radar (SAR) mission providing data regardless of
weather and light conditions and cloud coverage. Our input data were Level-1 ground
range detected (GRD) products, multilooked and projected to ground range using an Earth
ellipsoid model. Research has shown that VV polarization gives a better clutter to noise
ratio (CNR) and is preferred for oil spill detection [3–6]. Surface oil films are indirectly
detected in radar images due to the elimination of short gravity capillary waves, which are
reflected as differences in the sea surface roughness.

The Sentinel-2 mission is mainly designed to be part of the land monitoring mission
of the Copernicus program, but is widely used for coastal and inland waters as well.
Sentinel-2 carries the optical sensor Multispectral Imager (MSI) providing high resolution
optical imagery with spatial resolution of 10, 20 and 60 m and global coverage every 5 days.
For our study, we used Level 2A bottom-of-atmosphere (BOA) products georeferenced in
WGS84/UTM automatic zone (Zone 35) projection.

Sentinel-1 and Sentinel-2 datasets for the three areas of interest were acquired between
1 January 2019 and 30 July 2020. The dataset consisted of 740 S1 images and 150 S2 images.
All tiles containing the areas of interest were saved locally and the images were further
analyzed using Python open-source programming language. Additionally, information
about the meteorological conditions (wind speed, wind direction, cloud coverage, tempera-
ture, precipitation) were obtained for the same dates to be used for further analysis (Global
Forecast System (GFS) 13 km, https://old.windguru.cz/int/help_index.php?sec=models,
accessed on 28 April 2021).

2.3. Methodology

Processing of satellite data was completed in three stages: (a) preprocessing, (b) main
process and (c) accuracy assessment (Figure 3). The basic preprocessing steps were sim-
ilar for both Sentinel-1 and Sentinel-2 data and include subsetting, filtering and image
corrections. The main process was similar for both datasets, using an adaptive threshold-
ing method to identify dark formations, extract and classify them. Accuracy assessment
was conducted in the same way for both datasets, based on the estimation of standard
classification error statistics. The evaluation of the results was based on empirical photoint-
erpretation and in situ photos. The data acquired were processed using Python open-source
programming language.

2.3.1. Sentinel-1 SAR Images

The first preprocessing step for Sentinel-1 data involved the update of the orbit state
by applying the orbit file containing the accurate satellite position and velocity information,
and then reproject our data. To perform this step, the ellipsoid correction was applied
in order to reproject the data into the WGS84 coordinate system and UTM projection. In
the next step, radiometric calibration was applied. The objective of SAR calibration is to
provide imagery in which the pixel values can be directly related to the radar backscatter
of the scene of the reflecting surface and therefore for comparison of SAR images acquired
at different times. To reduce the processing time of the algorithm, the image was subset to
the areas of interest using geographic coordinates. Additionally, a Lee Sigma 5 × 5 filter
was applied to the images to reduce the usual “salt-and-pepper” effect [21]. Finally, the
land pixels were removed using a land mask generated from an SRTM (Shuttle Radar
Topography Mission) digital elevation model (DEM) [22].

https://www.copernicus.eu/en/about-copernicus
https://www.copernicus.eu/en/about-copernicus
https://scihub.copernicus.eu/
https://old.windguru.cz/int/help_index.php?sec=models
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Dark spot detection was conducted via an adaptive thresholding algorithm [4]. The
algorithm estimates the local mean backscatter value of the pixels within a moving back-
ground window with predefined size. A threshold is set k decibel below the estimated
local mean backscatter level. All pixels below the defined threshold are identified as dark
spots. The moving window is shifted to the next position and the procedure is repeated
until the whole scene is covered. The threshold shift was set at 2.0 decibel below the
estimated local mean backscatter level. The background window size was selected after
the examination of several different combinations. Our investigation indicated that the
algorithm performance was adequate in terms of processing time and dark spot detection
when the size of the background window is 0.1% ± 0.05% of the total pixels (Figure 4).
Finally, the pixels detected as dark spots were clustered, forming objects and those with
appropriate size preserved. The appropriate size of the objects was estimated by defining
an upper and lower threshold that is different depending on the size of the scene and the
purpose of the study.



Remote Sens. 2021, 13, 1737 6 of 15

Remote Sens. 2021, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 6 of 16 
 

 

examination of several different combinations. Our investigation indicated that the algo- 175 

rithm performance was adequate in terms of processing time and dark spot detection 176 

when the size of the background window is 0.1% ±0.05% of the total pixels (Error! Refer- 177 

ence source not found.). Finally, the pixels detected as dark spots were clustered, forming 178 

objects and those with appropriate size preserved. The appropriate size of the objects was 179 

estimated by defining an upper and lower threshold that is different depending on the 180 

size of the scene and the purpose of the study. 181 

 182 

Figure 4. Processing time and dark spot area against window size for k = 0.2. 183 

2.3.2. Sentinel-2 Optical Images 184 

Sentinel-2 Level 2 data are already georeferenced in the WGS84 coordinate system 185 

and projected in UTM projection. The first and essential step of Sentinel-2 preprocessing 186 

was the resampling of the images at 10 m resolution using the nearest neighbor method. 187 

The images were subset to the areas of interest using the same coordinates that we used 188 

for Sentinel-1. The analysis of the spectral signature of the biogenic oil film (Error! Refer- 189 

ence source not found.) illustrated that the film had lower reflectance values than water, 190 

which explains why it appears to be darker. Band 8 was selected for the dark spot detec- 191 

tion as the film was easily detectable because it absorbs most of the near-infrared light and 192 

it also maintains the spatial resolution of 10 m [7,19]. The selected band was filtered using 193 

a low pass 5 × 5 filter and a land mask using the abovementioned SRTM DEM was applied. 194 

The identification of the dark formations in Sentinel-2 was conducted using the local 195 

mean (m) and standard deviation (std) of the selected band (Band 8). The threshold for 196 

each scene was estimated using the difference between them (th=m-std). The adaptive 197 

threshold was used to exclude all the pixels with values higher than the defined value, 198 

which means that they were not considered as dark spots. The most appropriate thresh- 199 

olds were defined after taking into consideration the processing time, the size of the image 200 

and the size of the detected dark spots. 201 

0.00

0.05

0.10

0.15

0.20

0.25

0.30

0.0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1.0

0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.9 1

D
a
rk

 s
p

o
t 

a
re

a
 i

n
 s

q
 k

m

P
ro

ce
ss

in
g

 t
im

e 
(n

o
rm

a
li

ze
d

)

Background Window Size (w) in % of total image pixels

Image 1 Image 2 Image 3 area

Figure 4. Processing time and dark spot area against window size for k = 0.2.

2.3.2. Sentinel-2 Optical Images

Sentinel-2 Level 2 data are already georeferenced in the WGS84 coordinate system
and projected in UTM projection. The first and essential step of Sentinel-2 preprocessing
was the resampling of the images at 10 m resolution using the nearest neighbor method.
The images were subset to the areas of interest using the same coordinates that we used
for Sentinel-1. The analysis of the spectral signature of the biogenic oil film (Figure 5)
illustrated that the film had lower reflectance values than water, which explains why it
appears to be darker. Band 8 was selected for the dark spot detection as the film was
easily detectable because it absorbs most of the near-infrared light and it also maintains
the spatial resolution of 10 m [7,19]. The selected band was filtered using a low pass 5 × 5
filter and a land mask using the abovementioned SRTM DEM was applied.
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Figure 5. Spectral signatures of Biogenic Oil Film (BOF) and water. The reflectance is dimensionless
(DL) and the wavelength is measured in nanometers (nm).

The identification of the dark formations in Sentinel-2 was conducted using the local
mean (m) and standard deviation (std) of the selected band (Band 8). The threshold for
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each scene was estimated using the difference between them (th = m − std). The adaptive
threshold was used to exclude all the pixels with values higher than the defined value,
which means that they were not considered as dark spots. The most appropriate thresholds
were defined after taking into consideration the processing time, the size of the image and
the size of the detected dark spots.

The application of the adaptive threshold led to binary images (dark spot masks) with
a value of 1 for the dark spots detected and 0 for the other pixels (Figure 6). The masks
were afterward converted from raster to polygons using a raster-to-vector algorithm, and
the polygons were smoothed to avoid complicated shapes. The attribute table of the objects
was enriched with information about their size and shape.
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Figure 6. A Sentinel-2 image captured on 27 July 2019 showing Ildir Bay (Site 3). Band 8 (left) and
biogenic oil film mask after applying the threshold (right).

Several features are considered to contribute to the discrimination between oil slicks
and similar features, referring to the geometrical, physical and textural characteristics of
the objects [23]. In our classification scheme, the features with the greatest contribution
were the size of the objects and their connection to the cages. Biogenic oil film is a thin
surface oil that can cover large surfaces but dissolves soon after its development due to
its vulnerability to the sea surface conditions, caused by strong winds and waves. In this
context, biogenic oil film cannot be driven far from its source or cover a very large area. For
this reason, after empirical testing the threshold for the objects’ size was 0.05–0.3 km2 and
0.05–0.7 km2 for farms at Site 1 and Sites 2 and 3, respectively. These thresholds correspond
to the specific aquaculture features in the terms of size and feeding needs. Application
to other aquaculture sites should take into consideration the adaptation of the thresholds
according to their characteristics. Finally, the vectors produced were exported in a single
shapefile for further analysis.

2.3.3. Accuracy Assessment

The efficiency of the algorithm was tested against manual classification after photoin-
terpretation in 25% of the input images (338 images) and the detailed error matrix was
computed as it allowed for evaluating the user’s and producer’s accuracy. Each scene was
considered as individual, and the photointerpretation was conducted for each farm. In this
context, the AOI in Site 1 contains one farm, Site 2 contains two farms and Site 3 contains
five farms, so we examined a total of eight farms, one by one. The results were classified in
two classes, “Biogenic Oil Film” and “Lookalike”.

3. Results

The methodology developed was applied in 430 images for each area of interest and
the algorithm detected dark formations in 123 (28.6%) of them. The algorithm detected 80
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dark formations in Sentinel-1 images (18.6%), although not all of them were truly biogenic
oil films, while in Sentinel-2 images the positive cases were only 43 (10%). Most of the
positive cases were detected from May to September (Figure 7) and in dates with low winds
and cloud coverage.
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Figure 7. Temporal variation of the biogenic oil films detected.

For the results, presentation of our results omission report and commissions errors are
selected, which are complementary to user’s and producer’s accuracy (PA = 100% − OE,
UA = 100% − CE) since they are focused on the errors of the classification.

For Sentinel-1 SAR data, overall accuracy reached 81% in total (kappa = 0.33), 91.4% in
Site 1, 85.3% in Site 2 and 77.3% in Site 3 (Figure 8). Overall accuracy in the three different
areas indicates that the algorithm performs better when the area is less complicated with
less farms (Site 1: 1 farm, Site 2: 2 farms, Site 3: 5 farms). However, the omission error
was high in all areas for Sentinel-1 data (69%) and many cases were characterized as
false negative (Figure 9). This observation shows that in Sentinel-1 data the algorithm
underestimates the detection. On the contrary, commission error was very low (less than
35% in all cases, 15% in total) pointing out that there were no major misclassifications.
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Overall accuracy for Sentinel-2 data is 70.7% (kappa = 0.40), ranging between 60%
and 80% in the three areas (Figure 8). Similar to Sentinel-1, accuracy is higher for areas
with fewer units, i.e., 80%, 80.8% and 63.3% for Site 1, 2 and 3, respectively. Omission
errors in the case of Sentinel-2 data are fewer than Sentinel-1 (44%), and commission error
is not significantly higher (19% in total) (Figure 9). Especially for Ildir Bay, commission
error is only 5% and omission is 10% (Figure 9). The algorithm performed well in terms of
underestimation; however, more misclassifications were observed.

Figure 10 presents two true positive examples of Sentinel-1 and Sentinel-2, respectively.
The cases presented are captured in Site 3. In both cases the images are captured during
low-wind periods (26 April 2019 and 27 July 2019) (7–11 knots) and calm sea. The film,
sensitive to the surface currents, is drifted away from the cages most of the time, forming
an elongated shape. The elongation is formed from the cages to the southeast, which
is explained by the wind direction, which was N/NW in both cases. Sentinel-1 in Site
3 identified three dark spots as biogenic oil film with a total area 0.77 km2. Sentinel-2
identified five formations as biogenic oil films with a total size 1.75 km2.
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Figure 10. Two examples of true positive classifications with Sentinel-1 (left) and Sentinel-2 (right).

Two examples of false positive cases are presented in Figure 11. The images were
captured on 8 April 2019 and 13 March 2020. In these cases, there is no clear evidence for the
existence of the film, although the algorithm detected a dark spot. The dark spots detected
are the actual result of low wind in the area (Figure 11, left) or wind shadow resulting from
the north wind coming from inland (Figure 11, right) that affects the backscatter values and
is misclassified as biogenic oil film. One way to deal with this misclassification problem
is to apply more classification factors, such as shape or complexity of the formation, and
change the size thresholds.
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Figure 11. Two examples of false positive classifications with Sentinel-1 (left) and Sentinel-2 (right).

Finally, in some cases, the algorithm correctly detected some of the biogenic oil films
that existed in the scene. This case was mostly observed in Site 3, where the existence of
five independent farms confuses the algorithm. In Figure 12 (captured on 21 May 2020),
the film is observed clearly in three farms, while the algorithm correctly detected only one.
This could be a result of the thresholds selected.

Remote Sens. 2021, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW  11  of  16 
 

 

  293 

Figure 12. An example of partial detection; the algorithm correctly detected some of the biogenic  294 
oil films that existed in the scene, but not all of them.  295 

In situ photos from the Site 1 aquaculture farm were acquired to further examine the  296 

validity of our results (Error! Reference source not found.). Error! Reference source not  297 

found. shows an example of a photo captured on 26/07/2020 (left) and the corresponding  298 

Sentinel‐2  image  (right). The dark  formation detected  from  the  satellite  image  is most  299 

likely in a low wind area. The dark spot detected was classified as a similar feature based  300 

on its size, and was excluded.  301 

  302 

Figure 13. Both images were captured on 26.07.2020. The in situ photo (left) was captured at 09:16  303 
(UTC) and the Sentinel‐2 image (right) was captured at 08:56 (UTC).  304 

Error! Reference source not found.–Error! Reference source not found. present the  305 

spatial extend of the films detected in the surrounding area for the three study sites. The  306 

overlapping vectors detected were used to create a density map for each area. The area  307 

that is mostly affected does not exceed 500 m in all cases, while the maximum distance  308 

observed is 2 km.  309 

Figure 12. An example of partial detection; the algorithm correctly detected some of the biogenic oil
films that existed in the scene, but not all of them.

In situ photos from the Site 1 aquaculture farm were acquired to further examine the
validity of our results (Figure 13). Figure 13 shows an example of a photo captured on
26 July 2020 (left) and the corresponding Sentinel-2 image (right). The dark formation
detected from the satellite image is most likely in a low wind area. The dark spot detected
was classified as a similar feature based on its size, and was excluded.

Figures 14–16 present the spatial extend of the films detected in the surrounding area
for the three study sites. The overlapping vectors detected were used to create a density
map for each area. The area that is mostly affected does not exceed 500 m in all cases, while
the maximum distance observed is 2 km.
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Figure 15. Biogenic oil films detected during the study period (2019–2020) in Karaburun Peninsula (Site 2). The overlapping
vectors (left) were used to create the density map (right). Both images show the spatial extend of the film in the surrounding area.
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4. Discussion and Conclusions

The present study aimed at the investigation of the capabilities of different satellite
sensors in detecting biogenic oil films near aquaculture sites. The use of multiple data for
improving the detection accuracy has already been suggested in recent years [6,23]. In our
research, we explored the capabilities of the different sensors to identify and classify thin
surface oils. Overall accuracy of the results was over 70% while, in some cases, reached
90%. Both sensors proved to be effective in the detection, with Sentinel-1 SAR presenting
slightly better accuracy (81%) than Sentinel-2 MSI (70%).

Regarding the satellite sensors, optical images provide better resolution, which is
fundamental for small areas (such as Site 1) but depends highly on the weather and light
conditions. Sentinel-2 MSI captures images only during daylight and many data are not
useful due to cloud coverage. However, acquisition time is more convenient (09:00 UTC)
as it is closer to morning feeding. On the other hand, Sentinel-1 SAR data have coarser
resolution but still adequate for large, offshore areas and have the advantage of capturing
images in all weather conditions and regardless of the light. Thus, Sentinel-1 captures two
images per day (4:20 UTC and 16:20 UTC), which leads to a significantly larger dataset
and higher possibility of capturing the film. However, although we have two Sentinel-1
images per day, the first is very early in the morning (4:20 UTC) and second one late in
the afternoon (16:20 UTC), and they are both separated from the feeding times. Especially
during winter, when the visual light is limited in the satellite acquisition time, we were
unable to validate our results with in situ observations. Moreover, SAR data presents
many false alarms due to low wind areas and wind shadows. Results from the two sensors
cannot be directly compared because images are captured in different times and dates, but
using both satellites complementary to each other might be promising.

Overall, our findings agree with the results reported by several other studies using different
sensors (multispectral or SAR) to detect and discriminate surface oil films [3,5,9–12,16–19]. The
comparison between the two sensors is not feasible as the acquisition time is different and
the film is visible for a short time. Sentinel-1 SAR provides data at all weather conditions
and can capture even during night, resulting in a large dataset and, thus, higher possibility
in capturing the film. However, the resolution of the data (30 m) is only suitable for farms
with medium to large size, and several false alarms, e.g., low wind areas and wind shadows,
may confuse the classification. In order to address the false alarms, several studies suggest
the use of multiple features in the classification scheme [23–25]. In our study, we adopted
only two of the suggested features, the size of the dark spot and the location, which seemed
to work adequately for our purpose.
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The high resolution of Sentinel-2 images (10 m) is suitable for smaller farms, although
the acquisition of data depends highly on the weather. High cloud coverage and no
sunlight makes it impossible to acquire optical data; thus, there is a major loss of data in
comparison Sentinel-1. As the film absorbs most of the near-infrared light, we chose to
use the NIR band (Band 8). This is confirmed by the analysis of the spectral signature of
the film and is also indicated by Gade et al. [7,8]. Additionally, the use of band ratios and
indices, and spectral band combinations, may enhance the optical properties of different
oils and should be further investigated [17].

Proper parametrization is crucial for the performance of the dark spot detection
algorithm. Background window size and threshold shift (k) have an important role in the
outcome of the algorithm. Any alteration to the thresholds leads to differentiation in the
detected dark spots. According to our analysis, in terms of accuracy and processing time,
the algorithm performs better when the size of the background window is 0.1% ± 0.05% of
the total pixels in the image. A larger window may overestimate the dark spots, while a
smaller window may lead to poor results, even though less demanding in time. A right
balance between overestimation and underestimation is within the discretion of the analyst.
Excluding wrong detections from the dataset may be easier than searching for missed ones
by applying more classification rules and use of more features (such as shape, complexity
etc.). In this context, overestimation is preferred to underestimation as in our case the
actual size of the film is less important than the evidence of its existence. Choosing the
appropriate values depends on the several factors, such as the purpose of the study, the
available resources and the size of the image.

Biogenic oil film differs from oil spills due to its thickness and composition. Counter
to mineral oils, biogenic oils are very thin and consists mainly of organic matter. These
characteristics make the film more prone to dissolution by waves and vulnerable to the
wind, thus harder to detect. According to our study, the wind speed is the most important
factor as thin films are easily dissolved by waves. In extremely low winds (below 4–5 knots),
the sea surface becomes very smooth, causing specular reflectance in the radar signal.
Additionally, the thickness of the film makes it vulnerable to waves caused by high winds.
The wind speed window suggested as ideal for the detection of such thin films is between
4–5 and 15 knots [2,7,8,16,26]. Our results support this finding since the maximum number
of detected oil films was found during low-wind periods. There is no evidence to assume
that other parameters such as the dissolved oxygen or sea surface temperature are also
responsible for this, but it would be interesting for further investigation.

As mentioned, the majority of oil film detections occurred during warm months and
dates with lower winds and less clouds. The methodology was applied in three different
areas to evaluate the performance of the algorithm. The different characteristics of each
area led to different accuracies. Although all sites are located in North Aegean Sea, thus
characterized by similar weather and water conditions, the farm in Site 1 is small, near
the coast and the feeding is performed manually, while the farms in Sites 2 and 3 are
considerably larger and far from the coast. Site 1 was the area with less positive cases and
Site 2 was the area with the most, which is suspected to be related to the feeding process.

Our findings indicate that such films are visible in both SAR and multispectral images
for different reasons. Regarding SAR images, a surface oil affects the roughness of the sea
surface, and thus the retractable radar signal. Similarly, it also affects the optical properties
of the sea surface and the signal reflection, mainly on NIR bands. In both cases, the film
appears darker than the surrounding areas, forming a dark spot. The correct detection and
classification of the dark spots is affected by the parametrization of the algorithms and the
classification rules. As shown by this study, choosing the most appropriate parameters
is a complicated matter, depending on several factors, i.e., the available time, study site,
resources, purpose etc. Our results align with other studies that focus on the detection and
classification of surface oils through satellite sensors.

Detecting the film in the satellite images and distinguishing it from similar features
were the main challenges of this study. Our approach, similar to oil spill detection, presents
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limitations regarding the acquisition of data and weather conditions. Especially for biogenic
films, which are more vulnerable, the detection is even more challenging. Using a multisen-
sor approach offers different sensor capabilities and a significantly larger dataset. Films of
biogenic origins have not yet been widely investigated, thus the implementation of similar
methodologies could improve our ability to understand the formation and dispersion of
such films near aquaculture facilities, and their possible impact on the facilities.

Further work is required in order to verify the results obtained. More in situ data are
essential to compare and validate our findings. Additionally, testing the methodology at
other sites is also very important to evaluate the algorithm’s performance. Information on
the environmental conditions on the areas of interest, both meteorological (wind speed
and direction, air temperature etc.) and oceanographic (water temperature, sea surface
currents etc.), could also contribute to the general knowledge on the development and
behavior of such films. The investigation of the relation to feeding by obtaining a detailed
feeding schedule would be interesting, as this could potentially provide a tool to assist in
managing the feeding process.
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