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Abstract: Recreational ecosystem services are crucial for human well-being, and nature-based recre-
ational activities often support local economies. However, tourism is very often one of many threads
that contribute to the environment, and, therefore, data regarding its spatial patterns are necessary
for the long-term sustainable development of a region. The present study describes a method for
the detection of small boats (<10 m in length) in lake conditions based on Sentinel-1 radar images.
Our two-step algorithm uses adaptive thresholding and math morphology operators to extract boat
detections. The algorithm was validated on 14 images of different types of lakes in the Great Masurian
Lake District, Poland. The detection accuracy was 88.17%. We also assessed the spatial and temporal
distribution of tourist traffic and compared satellite data to field data. The correlation between the
satellite-based map and field observations was 0.76.

Keywords: remote sensing; synthetic aperture radar; recreational boat detection; Sentinel-1;
recreational ecosystem services

1. Introduction

Recreational boating is increasing globally, both at sea and on lakes [1,2]. While it is
often an important element of the economy, and a driver of local and regional development,
the growing interest in spending free time on water poses numerous management problems,
both environmental and social. Quantitative data on boating traffic and its spatial diversity
are crucial to inform policy decisions and support the sustainable management of water
bodies [3], especially protected ones. These areas are usually the most vulnerable and, at
the same time, the most popular among visitors [4,5]. Therefore, this article aims to develop
a novel approach for monitoring boat traffic on lakes, using radar remote sensing. This
method not only allows us to monitor spatial distribution of recreational boating in a lake
district, but also to analyze its weekly and seasonal patterns, which is of a great importance
for planning and management on the local and regional scales.

The absence of appropriate management schemes can result in a number of nega-
tive impacts.

Within a waterbody, pollution (e.g., due to septic tank discharge from boats [6]), the
reduced abundance and structural complexity of aquatic vegetation [7], and the desta-
bilization of the seabed due to anchoring [8] may result in ecosystem degradation and,
consequently, a loss of tourism revenue. Onshore, the development of new marinas can lead
to permanent change to the shoreline [7], and unmanaged mooring can result in littering
and vegetation damage [9]. In many areas, leisure boating is the major source of anthro-
pogenic noise and negatively influences animal behavior [10]. Overcrowding on the water
also negatively impacts tourists themselves. Tseng et al. [11] revealed that, when boaters
saw more people than expected, their sense of safety and the level of enjoyment decreased.
In addition to diminishing the quality of the user experience, higher boat densities increase
accident risks [12].
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It is curious to note that, while it has been recognized as necessary for a long time [13],
in many cases, very little data are available regarding the diversity of boating activities
in space and time, along with a lack of efficient acquisition methods. This may be due to
the fact that monitoring water tourism poses different challenges compared to the (better
developed) practice of tracking tourists on land. For example, the physical features of water
bodies and the nonlinear character of boating traffic mean that many popular and efficient
land monitoring tools, such as eco-counters, cannot be used.

The current techniques for monitoring boating tourism encompass a variety of methods.
Data may be collected directly onsite through observations [4,14] and surveys [15,16]. Other
indicators—for example, the number of boat launches or mooring places in marinas—have
proven to be good proxies of recreational boating activity [3]. However, data capture is
time- and labor-consuming, and studies usually have a limited spatial or temporal scope.
In this context, statistical [17] and spatial modeling [5] can help to extend empirical results
over time and space. The most promising method so far is the analysis of GPS logs [18]. As
GPS devices have become widely available, more boats can be followed (although privacy
issues associated with tracking must not be neglected [19]). In coastal areas, the Automatic
Identification System offers a rich source of data on marine traffic. Designed primarily for
safety purposes, it can also be used for boat tracking [20]. However, small recreational
craft are not legally required to use the system. Another approach is to collect data using
remotely operated cameras [17] or to derive them from aerial and optical SPOT satellite
images [5]. However, remote sensing techniques are frequently limited by cloud cover.
In this context, the launch of the two Sentinel-1 satellites, which regularly provide dual
polarization (VH and VV) radar images independent of weather and light conditions with
high spatial resolution, has opened up a new opportunity for recreational boat monitoring.

Radar remote sensing has been widely tested for ship detection at sea, and the literature
describes several opportunities and limitations. Ship length and wind speed have been
found to have the biggest impact on detection accuracy, along with signal polarization
incidence angles [21–23]. It has been reported that the minimum detectable ship length
in no wind conditions increases from 7 to 10 m for incidence angles (Θ) 47◦ and 23◦,
respectively, for C-band observations [21]. Furthermore, the use of the same incidence
angle (Θ = 23◦) with RADARSAT HH polarization was found to be more efficient than
ERS-1 VV polarization. In another study, Touzi at al. [22] examined fully polarimetric
datasets for ship detection. The latter authors confirmed that HH polarization is most
effective. Regarding the angle of incidence of observation, in calm sea conditions, the range
Θ = 20◦ to Θ = 60◦ was found to be useful for ship detection; however, as the sea surface
roughness increased, observations carried out at incidence angles larger than 55◦ were not
suitable. Regarding Sentinel-1 data, ship detection has been found to become less accurate
in wind speeds above 10 m/s [23], especially with VV polarization. The latter study also
presented detection results as a function of ship dimensions. For ships shorter than 10 m,
recognition was very poor, around 40% for VV polarization and 60% for VH polarization.
On the other hand, the detection probability was very good for ships longer than 90 m.
An in-depth analysis of the factors that influence ship detectability was given by Tings
et al. [24].

The potential use of Synthetic Aperture Radar images for large ship detection has
been studied using several different approaches: the wave polarization anisotropy and
symmetric scattering characterization method, based on fully polarimetric datasets [22]; the
degree of polarization [25]; and the discrete wavelet transform [26]. The most widely-used
methods are based on the adaptive threshold or the Constant False Alarm Rate [27–31].
These methods seek to identify pixels with higher values than the value of the local
background. Convolutional neural network-based methods have been tested on very high
resolution datasets (1–3 m), resulting in accuracies ranging from 68.2 to 88.5% for various
network configurations in offshore conditions [32]. Another group of methods uses feature
pyramid networks, and boat mapping accuracies range from 88 to 95% [33,34].
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Small (10–12 m) and fast boats have been observed using a combination of image
processing techniques. Here, the aim is to identify craft by detecting the V-shaped wakes
they leave behind [35]. The latter study evaluates the algorithm performance at 93%.
Other two-step approaches have been shown to be efficient, but there are significant
differences between them. In one study, a convolutional neural network was applied to
Gaofen-3 and Sentinel-1 images [36]. In the first step, a self-attention mechanism was
used to enhance feature visibility and detection; then, contextual information was used to
fine-tune the mapping. Another investigation explored the potential use of polarimetric
POLSAR data [37]. The first step was to develop and apply new polarimetric features and
suppression manipulation to reduce sea untidiness. In the second step, an enhancement
manipulation was applied to highlight the signals from ships.

In this paper, we propose a novel two-step method. Our method uses adaptive
thresholding, based on global and local information and math morphology operators,
to detect small and slow recreational boats in lake conditions. Although the adaptive
thresholding method is widely used for ship detection, it must be modified to adapt it to
lake conditions. Notably, we adjust the method used to collect background statistics and
add a second step to the algorithm to separate boats merged with the coastline or grouped
into multi-objects, etc. To the best of our knowledge, no previous studies have developed a
method to map small recreational boats in lake conditions. We also explore the potential
use of a boat database, derived from a series of Sentinel-1 images, for the monitoring of
recreational ecosystem services.

2. Study Area
2.1. Characteristics of the Study Area

The study area covers the Great Masurian Lakes region in Northeast Poland (Figure 1a).
The area is one of the most popular destinations in the country and is visited by over
350,000 tourists each year. One-third of them sail [38], attracted by the many interconnected
lakes that allow multi-day trips. The primary route is 110 km long, with numerous sec-
ondary waterways. We selected 31 lakes, which form a sailing trail. The area of these lakes
varies from 0.34 to 102.14 km2 (1 lake is larger than 100 km2, 8 are 10–25 km2, and 22 are
smaller than 10 km2). All are of glacial origin but have different characteristics; this point is
important, as these characteristics can influence boat detection due to wave formation.

• Moraine-dammed lakes are large (minimum distance between shores greater than
1.5 km), with a relatively regular shape. They are mostly surrounded by flat, arable
land and meadows. The annual mean wind speed over these lakes varies from
5.49 m/s (the smallest) to 6.06 m/s (the largest). It should also be noted that the mean
wind speed is higher in the northern part of the study area. Western winds dominate,
followed by southern winds [39].

• Ribbon lakes are very long and narrow. They are surrounded by high banks and
forests; the mean wind speed over these lakes varies from 4.44 to 5.45 m/s.

• Kettle lakes are small and round; these lakes are very seldom used for sailing.
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Figure 1. The study area (a): typical recreational sailing boat found in the area (b) and typical
recreational motorboat found in the area (c).

2.2. Characteristics of Recreational Boats in the Area

Almost all of the water traffic in the study area is recreational (commercial or industrial
ships are rarely found). There are two main types of recreational craft. The most popular
are sailing boats (around 91% of all boats), followed by motorboats (9%). Most sailing boats
used in the area are relatively small: hull lengths range from 6.36 to 10.7 m; hull widths
range from 2.48 to 3.4 m, and the sail areas range from 23 to 55 m2 (Figure 1b). The standard
hull lengths of motorboats range from 5.5 to 12.26 m (Figure 1c). Therefore, the dimensions
of these recreational boats are smaller than those reported to be the minimum detectable
ship size in sea conditions [21,23].

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Materials

Our analysis focuses on a set of C-band ground range-detected Sentinel-1 products
acquired in dual polarization (VH + VV) mode at 10 m spatial resolution. The sample of
images covers seven tourist seasons (15 April–15 October) from 2015 to 2021. Only images
captured around 6.15 pm were used as they were the only data available during the day,
appropriate for the observation of tourist activities. For the years 2015 and 2016, when only
one S-1 satellite operated, around 30 images per season were analyzed; for the other years,
around 60 images were selected. To maximize the number of observations, images from
different orbits were used. Consequently, it was not always the case that the entire study
area was analyzed at the same time, and the number of lake observations per season varied
from 9 to 33 for 2015–2016 and 29 to 61 for 2017–2021.

A hydrological map from the Topographic Objects Database (BDOT10k) [40] was used
to mask the lakes.

Two types of reference data were used:

• The first consisted of data collected in 2014 and 2015 through structured field observa-
tions [14]. All recreational water activities (sailing boats, motorboats, etc.) that took
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place in viewsheds were described. These observations were used to obtain a model
of the spatial distribution of boats [41]. The data derived from field observations can
be used for validation at the lake level, as it has a low spatial resolution.

• The second consisted of 769 reference points, collected via a visual interpretation
of images captured over seven lakes. These lakes were selected based on their
shape (four moraine-dammed lakes and three ribbon lakes) and the intensity of
use. Images from 14 dates were randomly selected to cover different weather condi-
tions. Finally, 325 points representing boats, and 444 points representing water were
collected (Table 1).

Table 1. Characteristics of the reference datasets.

Lake Type of Lake Date Incident Angle Wind Speed [m/s]
Number of Reference Points

Boats Water

Bełdany Ribbon 11/08/2018 38.2–38.5 2 6 43
Bełdany Ribbon 20/06/2021 38.2–38.5 3 22 25
Dargin Moraine-dammed 26/04/2019 39.2–39.6 3 13 25
Dargin Moraine-dammed 19/07/2020 39.2–39.6 1 42 44
Kisajno Moraine-dammed 05/08/2018 39.1–39.4 1 14 15
Kisajno Moraine-dammed 13/08/2019 39.1–39.4 3 15 21

Mikołajskie Ribbon 04/08/2017 38.4–38.6 2 22 25
Mikołajskie Ribbon 31/07/2020 38.4–38.6 3 10 10

Niegocin Moraine-dammed 15/08/2015 39.1–39.6 2 42 51
Niegocin Moraine-dammed 20/07/2021 39.1–39.6 3 22 25

Roś Ribbon 29/06/2016 39.2–39.8 3 15 17
Roś Ribbon 16/05/2021 39.2–39.8 4 29 35

Śniardwy Moraine-dammed 17/07/2017 38.6–39.6 3 6 7
Śniardwy Moraine-dammed 08/05/2020 38.6–39.6 1 67 101

Sum 325 444

3.2. Method Used to Detect Recreational Boats

We apply a two-step method to detect boats. In the first step, local image statistics are
used to extract groups of pixels that are considered to be boat candidates. Next, individual
boats are delimited using math morphology operators. The general workflow is shown in
Figure 2.
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3.2.1. Image Preprocessing and Data Preparation

All images were downloaded from the CREODIAS image repository. They were then
orthorectified and projected onto the UTM 34 system. Incorrect pixels at the edges of the
scene were removed.

The algorithm is applied to each lake separately. All satellite images are clipped to
a single lake using the hydrological map. Only images that cover the whole area of a
specific lake are used in subsequent analyses.

3.2.2. Recreational Boat Detection

Our aim was to detect recreational boats around five times smaller than the area of
a Sentinel-1 pixel. While such small craft cannot be detected in sea conditions [23], our
goal was to detect recreational boats under calm water (lake) conditions. In particular,
we assumed that backscatter (σ0) from the smooth water surface would be very low and
consist mainly of a single specular bounce. At the same time, we expected to find a double
bounce at the contact point between the water and a boat, meaning that the signal received
by the sensor is significantly stronger (Figure 3).
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Extraction of boat candidates. VV polarization images were selected for boat detection,
as HV images were too noisy (Figure 4). The method searches for pixels with values that
are higher than the value of the local background. The local background is usually defined
as tiles of different sizes [28,29]. In sea conditions, the optimal size has been established
as 200 × 200 pixels [29], which results in an area of 4 km2. However, this approach is not
feasible in lake conditions for the following reasons:

• Lakes are relatively small; the vast majority in our study area are less than 5 km2.
• Lakes have an irregular shape; hence, the local background, defined as a square tile,

may contain multiple pixels that correspond to onshore objects with relatively high
backscatter (buildings and forests).

• Recreational boats are small; the power of backscatter received from them is lower
than that received from onshore objects.

Consequently, we use the lake surface as the local background. To obtain a clear water
area, aquatic vegetation is masked using an internal buffer measuring 50–120 m (depending

on the lake). The local background is calculated as the mean (
−
x) of all pixels containing a

clear water area.
Then, based on the entire lake dataset (i.e., not trimmed to the buffer), the standard

deviation (σw) is calculated in a moving window of a given size. Preliminary tests estab-
lished that the optimal window size is 11 × 11 pixels. The central pixel in each window is
classified as a potential boat location if the following condition is met:

σw > β × −
x (1)
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where:
σw—is the standard deviation calculated in the window of 11 × 11 pixels.
−
x—is the mean value of all pixels that contain a clear water area.
β—is a coefficient; this was empirically determined by applying different values and

evaluating the results. The optimal value was found to be 0.95.
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Delimitation of individual boats. The previous step detects candidate boats. However,
this dataset contains not only pixels that represent boats but also pixels that represent
aquatic vegetation (at the edges of the lake). False positives were identified based on the
size of the detected object (10,000 pixels). However, before this condition was applied, it
was necessary to distinguish boat detections close to the shore, which were connected to
shore pixels. The math morphology operator erosion [42] was applied in a window of
5 × 5 pixels.

Following the removal of clusters of pixels corresponding to the shore and aquatic
vegetation, we subdivided boat clusters into individual boats. This was necessary, because
boats that are very close to each other can be merged into one object (this happens, for
example, during regattas, which are frequently organized during the tourist season). First,
the means are calculated for each cluster. Then, only pixels with values higher than the
mean are selected. The maximum value recorded for each subdivided object was considered
to be a boat.

Finally, annual maps of recreational boat distribution were prepared, and the kernel
point density was calculated for all detected objects.

3.2.3. Validation

The results of the classification were validated by:

• checking individual boat detections based on reference points for selected images and
the calculation of the error matrix;

• comparing the spatial distribution of all boats detected in 2015 to a distribution model
derived from field observations;

• comparing our algorithm’s results with results obtained using the object detection
algorithm implemented in SNAP software [31].

Checking individual boat detections. For validation purposes, a dilation filter was
applied to the final maps of boats. Here, the aim was to compare reference data not only to
a boat pixel but also to its close neighborhood. The goal was to avoid small imprecisions
due to the collocation of reference points during visual interpretation.

Confusion matrices [43] were calculated separately for each lake and for all reference
datasets. The following quality measures were calculated: overall accuracy (OA) and kappa,
user’s (UA) (commission errors) and producer’s (PA) (omission errors) accuracy, and the
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F1 score, which is a combination of PA and UA. Additionally, the impact of the second
step in the method on the final classification results was checked. Here, we examined the
impact of the applied math morphology filters and the multi-object division technique on
the method’s accuracy.

Checking the spatial distribution of boats. The spatial distribution model calculated
from field observations was compared to a boat density map derived from Sentinel-1
satellite images at the lake level. Pearson’s correlation coefficient was calculated to measure
the linear correlation between these two sets of data.

Comparing our results with results obtained using the object detection algorithm
implemented in SNAP software. As our algorithm is based on an adaptive threshold that is
similar to the one implemented in SNAP software, we applied the latter to recreational boat
detection on images of lakes for which reference datasets were available. Several attempts
were made to map the area using various sets of input parameters (different sizes of target,
guard, background windows, etc.) in different configurations.

4. Results
4.1. Classification Accuracy
4.1.1. Evaluation of the Boat Detection Method

The overall accuracy obtained for all reference points was 88.17% (kappa 0.76) (Table 2).
Commission and omission errors were similar. For boats, PA and UA were equal to 0.86.
For water, the errors were slightly lower (PA and UA 0.9). Most omission errors concerned
boats situated near to the shoreline. Both omission and commission errors were mostly
found in squally areas. In these areas, the surface roughness is notably higher, increasing
the local backscatter statistics. Buoys, although very small, were quite often detected as
boats. Their typical shape means that they behave as corner reflectors.

Table 2. Recreational boat classification confusion matrix for all reference datasets.

All Reference Datasets

Boat Water
Boat 281 47

Water 44 397
Producer’s accuracy 0.86 0.89

User’s accuracy 0.86 0.9
F1 score 0.86 0.9

Overall accuracy 88.17
Kappa 0.76

Although during the period of the analysis, the measured wind speed on ribbon
lakes was higher than moraine-dammed lakes, they were better classified (OA 91.51 and
86.47, respectively) (Table 3). Moreover, the accuracy did not significantly decrease as
the wind speed increased in the case of ribbon lakes. However, this was not the case for
moraine-dammed lakes, where a reduction in classification accuracy was clearly visible as
the wind speed increased. This finding may be due to wave formation.

Table 3. Recreational boat classification confusion matrix for ribbon and moraine-dammed lakes.

Ribbon Lakes Moraine-Dammed Lakes

Boat Water Boat Water
Boat 90 8 191 39

Water 14 147 30 250
Producer’s accuracy 0.87 0.95 0.86 0.87

User’s accuracy 0.92 0.91 0.83 0.89
F1 score 0.89 0.93 0.85 0.88

Overall accuracy 91.51 86.47
Kappa 0.82 0.73
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4.1.2. Evaluation Results as a Function of the Classification Step

Table 4 shows changes in the boat detection accuracy depending on the filter used.
In the first step, boat candidate extraction was based on local image statistics. Here, the
overall accuracy was 79.71 (kappa 0.58). False positives were found mainly along the
shoreline, where areas covered by aquatic vegetation, mainly rushes, were classified as
boat candidates. On the other hand, omission errors tended to occur when boat candidates
were merged into one object with the shore or other boats.

Table 4. Impact of the application of math morphology filters, and multi-object division techniques
on boat detection accuracy.

Erode
Filter

Multi-Object
Division

Dilation
Filter

Producer’s
Accuracy

User’s
Accuracy F1 Overall

Accuracy Kappa

no no no 0.74 0.76 0.75 79.71 0.58
no yes no 0.78 0.65 0.71 76.00 0.51
yes no no 0.72 0.89 0.79 83.78 0.66
yes yes no 0.76 0.88 0.81 85.27 0.69
yes no yes 0.74 0.91 0.82 85.43 0.70
yes yes yes 0.86 0.86 0.86 88.17 0.76

The application of the erode filter and the removal of overly large objects from the
classification substantially improved UA (by 0.10–0.15) and reduced commission errors
by more than 10%. However, the application of the erode filter alone did not overcome
the problem of omission errors. Furthermore, while neither the multi-object division nor
dilation steps, applied separately, resolved the problem of omission errors, the application
of both reduced the underestimation by 12%. The addition of a second classification step
improved the overall boat detection accuracy by 8.5% and the kappa index by 0.18.

4.2. Spatial Distribution of Recreational Boats

At the lake level, the Pearson’s correlation coefficient between data derived from
field observations and satellite data from Sentiel-1 images was 0.759. However, it should
be noted that the dataset derived from satellite images accurately showed the internal
diversity of lake use. This information is poorly captured by low spatial resolution field
data, especially in large, open lakes where it is impossible to observe the precise location
of boats. Figure 5 shows the comparison of the spatial distribution of boats captured with
radar and field observations within Śniardwy lake. The general trends are similar, i.e., the
western part of the lake is used more intensively. It is due to the close proximity of the
neighbouring lakes and the course of the main trail. Both maps show that the rest of the
lake is rarely visited by sailors, but in the case of Sentinel-1 based map areas of stone reefs
avoided by sailors are seen.

However, in some lakes the differences in spatial distribution of boats are more
significant. This is especially seen in Niegocin lake. Although both maps show a high
density of boats in the northern part of the lake (see Figure 6), satellite based map indicates
a clear concentration close to the entrance to ports, which was not captured by field
observation. More important differences are seen in the southern part of the lake. The data
derived from Sentinel-1 images shows a very high boat density in the western part, along
the sailing trail. It reflects very well natural conditions for sailing, showing clearly unused
shallow water areas and the unique safe routes of relatively deep water in that part of the
lake. In the case of field study data, the entire southern part of the lake is rarely used. This
is related to the limitation of the field study. Several observations were taken from points
located close to the ports situated in the northern part of the lake, so remote locations were
less visible to the observer. In summary, an analysis of the density of recreational boats
based on radar images highlighted the main sailing trails and entrances to the most popular
ports. At the same time, zones with very limited traffic were detected. In these cases, access
is limited mainly by obstacles such as shallow water or stone reefs.
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Regarding the mapping of small recreational boats using the SNAP ship detection
algorithm, our analysis demonstrated that, unfortunately, the algorithm did not detect any
boats, regardless of the configuration of the input parameters.

Figure 7 shows the spatial distribution of recreational boats within the study area
for the period 2015–2021. The figure highlights that the large, interconnected lakes in the
northern part of the study area are used much more intensively than the lakes in the south.
It is also seen that sailors mainly use the main route, which connects the biggest towns in
the area, where the infrastructure is well developed. The analysis showed that large lakes
with a high natural potential for sailing but without infrastructure, which are located on
secondary waterways, are rarely used.

The spatial patterns of use are similar every year. Table 5 shows a correlation among
maps year to year. The results range from 0.47 to 0.73 when comparing the tourist seasons
of 2015 and 2016. For those years, the number of images is low because only the Sentinel-1A
satellite was operating. The launch of the Sentinel-1B satellite resulted in an increase in
the number of observations. It had a significant impact on the correlation among tourist
seasons maps from 2017 to 2021, which varies from 0.73 to 0.85. This means that the larger
the number of images we have, the more accurate and repeatable the spatial distribution of
the boats.
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Table 5. A correlation among the spatial distribution of boats.

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

2015 1.00 0.47 0.59 0.58 0.47 0.55 0.55
2016 1.00 0.60 0.62 0.54 0.73 0.63
2017 1.00 0.76 0.80 0.84 0.82
2018 1.00 0.67 0.79 0.75
2019 1.00 0.76 0.73
2020 1.00 0.85
2021 1.00

4.3. Temporal Distribution of Recreational Boats

Figure 8 shows the average number of recreational boats per day detected at 6.15 pm
in the tourist seasons between 2015 and 2021. The highest peak was in 2019, with 148 recre-
ational boats detected on average per day. The number of boats found in the area increased
by about 50% between 2015 and 2019. This shows a great increase of interest in this form
of recreation. Surprisingly, the Covid-19 pandemics reversed this trend to a very limited
extent. In 2020 we observed only 8 per cent decrease compared to 2019, and in 2021—15 per
cent decrease compared to 2020 (Figure 7).

As regular observations were collected during the tourist seasons, it was also possible
to establish weekly and monthly recreational use dynamics for each lake. Figure 9a,b
present examples of weekly and monthly tourist traffic dynamics for two lakes: Niegocin
and Dargin. In both lakes, we can see that most boat users visit the Great Masurian Lakes
during the summer season, especially in June, July and August. There are, however, some
differences between the lakes: In the case of Niegocin, which is located near the largest
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town of the region and the main tourist centre, Giżycko, there is a high visitor count per day
in August. In the case of Dargin Lake, the visitor movement is much more flat: June, July,
and August are frequented almost in the same way. Similar differences occur in weakly
patterns: the peak of visitors in Niegocin appears on Saturday and is very visible, while
Dargin is visited by a very similar number of boats during a half of the week. This suggests
that the spatial-temporal patterns of visitor traffic in both lakes are very different. This,
in turn, shows a great advantage of the proposed method. It allows us to monitor visitor
movement in a large area in a very precise way. We can compare not only year-to-year
changes, but also analyse weekly and monthly patterns at the same time for the same area.
No other method can achieve this with such a high degree of spatial accuracy.
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Figure 8. Daily average number of detected recreational boats for the period 2015–2021.
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5. Discussion

In this paper, we explored the potential to map small recreational boats using Sentinel-
1 data in lake water conditions. Accurate mapping can contribute to monitoring recreational
ecosystem services. A great advantage of this method is that it can cover quite a large area at
the same time, so it overcomes most of the limitations of traditional methods of monitoring
tourism movement, such as time-consuming and labor-consuming field observations or
surveys. Moreover, using radar images allows us to apply this method regardless cloud
cover, which is problematic for optical remote sensing.

The detection of ships with a hull shorter than 10 m is a known challenge, especially
in sea conditions. The detection accuracy is reported to be high (over 90%) for fast-moving
ships [35] or low (below 60%) for slow-moving ships [23]. However, our analysis of calm
lake water conditions found that the detection rate was higher than 88%, regardless of boat
speed. Although we tested our method with recreational boats, it may also be a useful
technique to monitor all traffic on inland water bodies.

Previous studies have reported contradictory conclusions regarding the most suitable
polarization for ship detection. Pelich et al. [23] found that cross-polarization was more
appropriate, while Touzi at al. [22] identified that co-polarization was better. Our study
confirms that VV polarization gives more accurate results, while VH polarization is not at
all suitable. An incidence angle of around 38◦ proved to be suitable for small boat detection,
which confirms previous observations [22].

The way of collecting the global background value appeared to be crucial for the
detection of boat candidates in the image. The previous approach [31], which used square
tiles for the statistics collection, was not at all suitable for lake conditions, as they included in
the mean calculation multiple pixels that correspond to onshore objects with relatively high
backscatter. A more detailed delimitation of the background area made detection possible.

Regarding weather conditions, wind speed has been reported as a factor that can
decrease the probability of ship detection [24]. We found that for large moraine-dammed
lakes, a higher wind speed reduced the probability of detection, but this was not confirmed
for narrow ribbon lakes. Other weather conditions, such as heavy rainfalls, might also
influence the results of boat detection, as they increase the roughness of the water surface.
However, the images randomly selected for a test sample did not show periods of heavy
rain, so it was impossible for us to test it. Future work should explore whether this is
a factor that might limit the use of the method.

The presented method proved to be useful for the detection of recreational boats and
mapping of their spatial distribution. However, there was one important limitation of this
study, which is the exact time of image acquisition. The radar images made for the Great
Masurian Lakes were obtained for 6.15 pm, which is not the most optimal time of the day
to monitor the recreational ecosystem services. In fact, it may be a significant limitation,
especially at the beginning and end of the tourist season, when days are shorter. However,
this is not a limitation concerning the method itself, but rather the problem of satellite data
availability. Moreover, the correlation between satellite-based maps and field observations
proves that this limitation still allows effective use of this method even in this area.

6. Conclusions

The proposed method allowed us to detect small recreational boats in calm (lake)
conditions with high accuracy. The use of clear water areas for the calculation of global
background statistics was the condition indispensable for detection. The application of
math morphology operators improved the accuracy of boat mapping.

The application of the presented method to regularly acquired Sentinel-1 radar data
opens up new opportunities for tourism management and infrastructure planning in lake
districts. It may also help monitor the environmental impact of water tourism. A test site
used in this study proved that the method allows us to examine spatial distribution of
tourism traffic on water, and to analyze its temporal patterns: both weakly and seasonal. To
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the best of our knowledge, no other method of monitoring tourism movement can provide
such precise and accurate information on the distribution of recreational boats.

The method developed for the purpose of this study was successfully applied to
C-band Sentinel-1 images. Further research can test our method applying it on images
acquired with different radar wavelengths (e.g., X-band, L-band) or images of higher spatial
resolutions (e.g., ICEYE).
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