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Abstract: The estimation of above-ground biomass (AGB) in boreal forests is of special concern as it
constitutes the highest carbon pool in the northern hemisphere. In particularly, monitoring of the
forests in the Russian Federation is important as some regions have not been inventoried for many
years. This study explores the combination of multi-frequency, multi-polarization, and multi-temporal
radar data as one key approach to provide an accurate estimate of forest biomass. The data from
L-band Advanced Land Observing Satellite 2 (ALOS-2) Phased Array L-Band Synthetic Aperture
Radar 2 (PALSAR-2), together with C-band RADARSAT-2 data, were applied for AGB estimation.
Backscatter coefficients from L- and C-band radar were used independently and in combination with
a non-parametric model to retrieve AGB data for a boreal forest in Siberia (Krasnoyarskiy Kray).
AGB estimation was performed using the random forests machine learning algorithm. The results
demonstrated that high estimation accuracies can be achieved at a spatial resolution of 0.25 ha.
When the L-band data alone were used for the retrieval, a corrected root-mean-square error (RMSEcor )
of 29.4 t ha−1 was calculated. A marginal decrease in RMSEcor was observed when only the filtered
L-band backscatter data, without ratio and texture, were used (29.1 t ha−1 ). The inclusion of the
C-band data reduced the over and underestimation; the bias was reduced from 5.5 t ha−1 to 4.7 t ha−1 ;
and a RMSEcor of 30.2 t ha−1 was calculated.
Keywords: SAR; boreal forest; above-ground biomass; backscatter; ALOS-2 PALSAR-2; RADARSAT-2

1. Introduction
The importance of forests and above-ground forest biomass (AGB) are manifold. On the one hand,
they strongly influence climate change as they act as a carbon sink taking part in the global carbon
cycle. However, on the other hand, they are essential to the economy as a source of renewable energy
and valuable forest products such as wood, paper, and pulp. Since one-third of the total forest area is
used for production purposes, forest policies rely on quantitative estimates of the current and future
forest biomass.
Above-ground biomass is defined as the amount of all organic matter growing above ground per
unit area at a particular time (t ha−1 , Mg ha−1 or kg m−2 ) [1]. It is an essential climate variable [2] that
is applied in climate-related global vegetation models [3]. In forestry, the total tree AGB is measured
either from ground measurements by felling a tree or using tree-level regression models [4]. The models
are based on the allometric relation between biomass and tree elements such as the height and/or
Remote Sens. 2018, 10, 1550; doi:10.3390/rs10101550

www.mdpi.com/journal/remotesensing

Remote Sens. 2018, 10, 1550

2 of 20

diameter at the breast height (dbh). However, due to the sampling nature of the field measurements,
and their high acquisition costs, they are limited in time and space. The measurements are carried
out by the national forest inventories which are afterwards used for producing forest policies at local,
regional, and national levels. Furthermore, the national forest inventories are obligated to report the
distribution of the forest AGB to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO)
as per the Global Forest Resources Assessment (FRA) [5]. The estimation of AGB in boreal forests
is of special concern as it constitutes the highest carbon pool in the northern hemisphere. The total
forest carbon in boreal forests in Asia was estimated to be 22.1 ± 8.3 Pg C, with a mean carbon density
of 4.00 ± 1.54 kg C m−2 [6]. Data collection for the FRA 2020 has begun in 2018, even though in
many countries up-to-date quantitative estimates on the AGB are not available. For example, in the
Russian Federation, which has the largest forest area in the world, some forest regions have not been
recorded for more than 25 years [7]. At the same time, due to more frequent fires and illegal logging,
(which is estimated to make up approximately 20% of all logging activity in Russia), according to the
World Bank and the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) [8], the AGB experiences dynamic change
within a given period of time. Therefore, it is crucial to support national efforts in providing accurate
and up-to-date AGB estimates. This can be achieved by means of e earth observation techniques.
Even though remote sensing does not provide a direct measurement of AGB, satellite technology
together with prior information, e.g., insitu measurements, allow accurate and relatively cost-efficient
AGB estimates. In particular, synthetic aperture radar (SAR) systems are of interest as they provide
systematic, weather and sun independent observations. Moreover, SAR shows higher sensitivity to
AGB in comparison with the optical sensors [9]. The latest results of biomass estimation using optical
data (Landsat) showed measures of moderate accuracy, with a relative mean absolute error (rMAE) of
approximately 36%, in the boreal zone [10].
For more than 30 years SAR data have been investigated in the context of forest biomass or
volume retrieval. In the early 1990s, the airborne platforms (HUTSCAT scatterometer, AIRSAR flying
laboratory) were used, after which data from the spaceborne sensors were investigated (ERS-1/2,
JERS-1). Studies were mainly conducted over boreal forests because the spaceborne SAR data, despite
the saturation effect, were found to have sufficient sensitivity for the estimated biomass ranges,
showing correlation coefficients of up to approximately 0.9 [11–14]. Forest biomass has been estimated
using parametric empirical [15–17], semi-empirical and physical models [18–20]. With the availability
of new algorithms, e.g., machine learning, non-parametric models have been introduced [21–23].
In boreal forests the focus was mainly on the estimation of growing stock volume (GSV); i.e., wood
volume above ground per unit area in m3 ha−1 . However, only a few studies were about AGB retrieval.
The researchers successfully applied the following SAR properties to estimate the GSV or AGB:
backscattering intensity [24–26], interferometric SAR (InSAR) [20,27–30], polarimetric signature [31–33],
as well as SAR tomography and radargrammetry [34–36]. It was found that the backscatter data
acquired under unfrozen conditions are superior to winter acquisitions [37,38]. In particular,
spaceborne SAR data at longer wavelengths, e.g., L-band due to its deeper penetration into the forest
canopy and higher saturation level, have provided accurate estimates of GSV or AGB [39,40]. Data in
one frequency were mainly used. Multi-frequency approaches were investigated estimating AGB
from the airborne AIRSAR sensor (C-, L-, and P-band) [40,41], as well as using data acquired by the
spaceborne imaging radar mission SIR-C/X-SAR [14,42–44], or classifying GSV levels from the ERS-1/2
InSAR coherence and JERS-1 backscatter data [45]. No further research using multi-frequency approach
has been found over boreal forests. Recent multi-frequency SAR analyses have been reported only in
the case of AGB estimation over temperate and Mediterranean forests [46–48], tropical forests [49–51],
mangrove forests [52], and mapping savannah woody structures [53].
For the boreal forests, a biomass (AGB or GSV) estimation error of approximately 20% was
calculated for forest stands greater than 10 ha [40,54–57] or approximately 40% for a spatial resolution
of 25 m [7,22]. Current studies using X-band interferometric SAR height information derived over
highly managed forest, reported an estimation error of 16% [20]. Over poorly managed Siberian
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boreal forests the GSV or AGB estimation error can range from 15% to more than 50% depending
on: (i) spatial resolution; (ii) type and number of observations; (iii) environmental and forest stand
conditions; and (iv) quality of reference data [7,19,22,55–61]. The lowest estimation error for GSV of
15%was calculated using hyper-temporal C-band data at a resolution of 0.5◦ [19]. Multi-temporal
approaches performed better than mono-temporal as they compensate for changing weather conditions,
and show better model transferability [25,62]. For L-band data the retrieval error was calculated
to be 25% in the best cases using backscatter data (46 t ha−1 ) [56], or InSAR coherence (44 m3
ha−1 ) [61]. The root-mean-square error (RMSE) of 16 m3 ha−1 was calculated using the polarimetric
HHVV-coherence for forest stands larger than 30 ha and relative stocking greater than 70% [57].
When multi-temporal HHVV-coherence was combined with multi-temporal HV-backscatter the
RMSE of 32.2 m3 ha−1 was reported [33]. The L-band data in HV polarization showed only slightly
better potential for GSV or AGB estimation than backscatter in HH polarization for Siberian boreal
forests [23,61]. The InSAR coherence and the multi-temporal speckle filtered backscatter data have
been shown to be of the highest importance for AGB estimation [23]. The repeat-pass coherence
calculated from data acquired under frozen (winter) and stable conditions demonstrated potential for
use for biomass estimation over Siberian forests [23,61,63].
Analysis of the previous mentioned results showed that only a few studies implemented
multi-frequency SAR data for biomass retrieval over boreal forests. As also highlighted by
Santoro and Cartus [64] in their survey study, there is still “an almost unexplored field of investigation
for forest biomass retrieval” using multi-frequency, multi-temporal SAR as well as multi-temporal
metrics, textural parameters, and n-th intensity moment of histograms.
This paper discusses the application of multi-frequency, multi-polarization, and multi-temporal
data for forest biomass estimation. Therefore, the results should be of special interest for researchers
dealing with AGB estimation. The use of multi-frequency, multi-polarization, and multi-temporal
SAR data is of particular interest, due to the long-term data security within new and upcoming SAR
missions; e.g., PAZ, Sentinel-1-C/D, NISAR, SAOCOM, ALOS-4 PALSAR-3, TanDEM-L, and BIOMASS.
In summary, the aim of this paper is to:
1.

2.

investigate for the first time the multi-frequency, multi-polarization, and multi-temporal SAR
observations from SAR C- and L-band backscatter using a non-parametric algorithm for AGB
estimation over boreal forests;
examine the merit of the additional measures from the SAR backscatter for AGB retrieval.

2. Study Area and Data
2.1. Study Area
Siberia is a vast region in Russia that accounts for more than three-quarters of the country’s
land. The region is divided into three main parts: Western, Central and Eastern Siberia. In this
study, a research area located in the southern part of Central Siberia was investigated for AGB
estimation (Figure 1). The study area belongs to the Bolshe Murtinsky forest enterprise, located
in the boreal forest ecosystem with a total carbon density (tree stems + branches + roots + foliage)
of more than 6 kg C m−2 [6]. Forests in the area of interest are dense and partially managed with
dynamic logging activities. They are characterized by a continental climate with long, severe winters
and short, warm, and wet summers. From mid-October until the beginning of April, the mean
temperature is approximately −15 ◦ C, while in summer the mean temperature is approximately +15 ◦ C.
The annual precipitation is below 450 millimetres. The dominant tree species are Fir (Abies sibirica),
Birch (Betula pendula, Betula pubescens), Aspen (Populus tremula), Siberian Pine (Pinus sibirica), Pine
(Pinus sylvestris), Spruce (Picea obovota) and Larch (Larix sibirica, Larix dahurica). In terms of topography,
the study area has a gentle relief with heights from 150 m above sea level (a.s.l.) up to 520 m a.s.l.,
with an average height of 280 m a.s.l. The slopes range from 0◦ to 36◦ , with a mean value of 8◦ .
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The research covered an area of more than 210 km2 and consisted of overlapping remote sensing data
along with updated inventory data.

Figure 1. Location of the study area: footprints in black and white represent ALOS-2 PALSAR-2 and
RADARSAT-2, respectively; the in situ measurements are presented in red. Landsat 5 Imagery acquired
on 2 June 2007 is shown in the background. Landsat Image courtesy of the U.S. Geological Survey.

2.2. Above-Ground Biomass Reference Data
AGB reference data were derived from the growing stock volume (GSV) values collected and
reported in the State Forest Account [65]. The forest inventory consisted of a polygon layer and the
associated attribute table. For each forest stand, i.e., homogenous area in terms of forest structure and
composition as well as geology, the following information was available: land category, density, age of
dominant species, mean height, mean diameter at 1.3 meters above ground (dbh), and GSV calculated
from these measurements. This inventory dated back to 1998. Because of the gap of 16 years between
the inventory and the SAR data acquisitions, the field data were updated to = 2014 (see Section 3.1 for
more details). The resulting AGB values are presented in the histogram (Figure 2) and ranged from
0 (non-forest) to 211 t ha−1 , with a mean value of 94 t ha−1 . The forest stand size varied from 3 ha to
127 ha, with a mean value of 18.5 ha. The stand age varied from 0 years to 292 years. In total, 494 forest
stands were available for the investigation.
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Figure 2. Number of forest stands per above-ground biomass class.

2.3. SAR Data
Data from two SAR satellites were used: Data from the L-band radar of the Phased Array Type
L-band Synthetic Aperture Radar 2 (PALSAR-2) aboard the Advanced Land Observing Satellite
(ALOS-2) of the Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency (JAXA) were combined with the C-band
data from the RADARSAT-2 satellite of the Canadian Space Agency (CSA). The ALOS-2 PALSAR-2
data were available within the Kyoto and Carbon Initiative [66], whereas the RADARSAT-2 data
were provided by the European Space Agency and CSA within the Second Call of the Sciences and
Operational Application Research over Europe and Canada (SOAR-2). The ALOS-2 PALSAR-2 is an
active sensor that has been in operation since 2014. It acquires SAR data from the sun-synchronous
orbit (mean altitude 628 km) with a 14-day revisit time. The RADARSAT-2 mission has been active
since 2007 and acquires data from the sun-synchronous polar orbit (mean altitude 798 km) with
a 24-day revisit time. Both data sources were used to estimate AGB for the study area for the year 2014.
The data were acquired in single (horizontal transmitted, horizontal received, HH) and dual (HH
and horizontal transmitted, vertical received, HV) polarizations in single look complex format (SLC).
The ALOS-2 PALSAR-2 data were acquired in stripmap fine observation mode and the RADARSAT-2
data in ultrafine and fine mode. In total, four ALOS-2 PALSAR-2 and seven RADARSAT-2 images
were available for this study (see Table 1 for summary).
Table 1. Summary of SAR data available for the study area.
Satellite

Scene/Product ID

ALOS-2
PALSAR-2

ALOS2018571143-140926
ALOS2019311140-141001

RADARSAT-2

Image Name
PSAR2_20140926_HH
PSAR2_20140926_HV
PSAR2_20141001_HH
PSAR2_20141001_HV

Acquisition Time
(YYYY/MM/DD;
HH:MM UTC)
2014/09/26; 17:16
2014/10/01; 17:23

PDS_03827460

RSAT2_20140625_HV

2014/06/25; 11:21

PDS_03827470

RSAT2_20140719_HH
RSAT2_20140719_HV

2014/07/19; 19:21

PDS_03932440

RSAT2_20140729_HV

2014/07/29;11:30

PDS_03932470

RSAT2_20140805_HH

2014/08/05; 11:25

PDS_04058330

RSAT2_20141002_HH
RSAT2_20141002_HV

2014/10/02; 11:34

Observation
Mode
(Polarization)

Incidence Angle
[◦ ]/Ground Range;
Azimuth [m]

Fine Dual
(HH, HV)
Fine Dual
(HH, HV)
Ultrafine
(HV)
Fine
(HH, HV)
Ultrafine
(HV)
Ultrafine
(HH)
Fine
(HH, HV)

31.4/
4.3; 3.2
36.3/
4.3; 3.7
32.2/
2.5; 2.1
32.0/
8.9; 4.8
39.2/
2.1; 2.1
35.4/
2.3; 2.1
42.1/
7.1; 4.7
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The comparison of the C- and L-band data acquired in different image modes can be seen in
Figure 3. Based on these examples, the influence of the radar frequency can be observed. The influence
of the incidence angle can be ignored, as it is similar for all presented examples. The radiation from the
C-band sensor penetrates only small objects, such as tree leaves on top of the tree canopy, that equal
the wavelength, λ = 5.5 cm. On the other hand, data acquired with the L-band (λ = 23.8 cm) radar
enables deeper imaging depth providing information related to branches and eventually tree trunks.

Figure 3. Multi-looked backscattering coefficient calculated for C- and L-band data: (a) optical image
acquired by RapidEye on 11 June 2012; (b) C-band RADARSAT-2 image acquired in ultrafine mode on
5 August 2014; (c) C-band RADARSAT-2 image acquired in fine mode HH (on the left), HV (on the
right) on 19 July 2014; (d) ALOS-2 PALSAR-2 image acquired in fine mode dual HH (on the left), HV
(on the right) on 26 September 2014. The scale of images is 1:40,000.

Both HH and HV polarizations were applied for above-ground biomass (AGB) estimation. Due to
the lack of data acquired under frozen stable conditions, calculation of the InSAR coherence was not
considered in this study.
The digital elevation model (DEM) from the Shuttle Radar Topography Mission (SRTM)
version 4.1 [67,68] was used to pre-process the SAR data; i.e., for terrain correction and geocoding.
2.4. Weather Data
Since the penetration depth of the electromagnetic wave in an object is inversely proportional to its
dielectric properties (water content), information about the weather conditions during the acquisition
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time were recorded. The corresponding weather conditions during data acquisition were available
from the Kazachinskoye weather station, collected from http://www.sibessc.uni-jena.de/ (Table 2).
The weather parameters are given as a mean from eight daily measurements.
Table 2. Weather conditions during SAR data acquisition. (Data source: NOAA National Climatic
Data Center).
Weather Conditions
(Temperature Temp. in ◦ C; mean wind speed WDSP in
m s−1 ; Precipitation PRCP in mm)

Image Name
PSAR_20140926_HH
PSAR_20140926_HV
PSAR2_20141001_HH
PSAR2_20141001_HV
RSAT2_20140625_HV
RSAT2_20140719_HH
RSAT2_20140719_HV
RSAT2_20140729_HV
RSAT2_20140805_HH
RSAT2_20141002_HH
RSAT2_20141002_HV

Temp. −1.3 ◦ C; WDSP 1.2; PRCP 0
Temp. 7.7 ◦ C; WDSP 1.1; PRCP 0
Temp. 22.2 ◦ C; WDSP 1.6; PRCP 0
Temp. 17.4 ◦ C; WDSP 1.9; PRCP 0.5
Temp. 17.8 ◦ C; WDSP 1.9; PRCP 3
Temp. 19.9
WDSP 1; PRCP 0; 4 days before high PRCP
◦ C;

Temp. 8.6 ◦ C; WDSP 1.2; PRCP 0

3. Methods
3.1. Above-Ground Biomass Data
For updating the available forest inventory data, the semi-empirical phytomass models
and growth (i.e., yield) tables that were developed by the International Institute for Applied
Systems Analyses (IIASA) in collaboration with V.N. Sukachev Institute of Forests, Siberian
Branch, Russian Academy of Sciences, and Moscow State Forest University, were used [69,70].
The implementation of the models and tables in forestry and forest management in Russia has been
recommended by the Council of the Federal Agency of Forest Management (Protocol No 2 dated 8 June
2006). The yield models satisfactorily, i.e., root-sum-square difference did not exceed ±3%, represented
growth of Northern Eurasia’s boreal forests [70]. The improvement of the old inventory data was
done using the information about mean tree height and mean age of a stand. In the first step, the site
index (SI) of a forest stand was calculated. SI is defined as the edaphic and climatic characteristics
of a site which have an impact on the growth and yield of a given tree species [4]. Next, the growth
rate was derived by implementing the growth function. The new GSV was calculated as a sum of the
GSV measured in the field and the GSV growth derived for an age difference between the available
forest inventory and the reference year 2010. In the final step, the GSV was converted to AGB using
a regional allometric model. The model was developed using freely available in situ measurements of
forest live biomass (phytomass) [71]. Details about the insitu data update and conversion from the
GSV into the AGB are given in Reference [23]. Additionally, the forest stands with logging areas after
2010 were removed by means of visual interpretation against the SAR data available for this study.
The forest stands were buffered by 2 pixels, and the updated forest inventory database was used for
AGB model calibration and validation. In total, 349 polygons were used for further analysis.
3.2. SAR Data Processing and Analysis
First, the SAR data were calibrated and multi-looked. The multi-looking factor (MLI) in the case
of the ALOS-2 PALSAR-2 data was 2 × 4 and 2 × 5 in range and azimuth, for an image acquired in
September and in October, respectively. The resulting resolution was approximately 15 m. Similarly,
the RADARSAT-2 data were multi-looked with the MLI 5 × 5 and 2 × 4 in range and azimuth in the
case of the ultrafine and fine acquisition modes, respectively. This produced a spatial resolution of
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15 m and 20 m. Next, the backscattering coefficient γ0 was calculated in dB which includes a correction
taking into account the local incidence angle [72].
Additionally, the ratio between the polarizations HH and HV was calculated. It was observed that
integration of the ratios improves the estimation of AGB by increasing the saturation level [13,14,47].
Furthermore, ratios can reduce errors resulting from topography [73–75] and forest structure [13,14].
In order to decrease the speckle effect in the images, the enhanced Lee filter [76] was used.
The filter uses local statistics (coefficient of variation), reducing speckle and at the same time preserving
texture information in the radar data. In the case of homogenous areas, the pixel value is replaced
by the average of the filter window; in the case of heterogeneous areas, the pixel value is replaced
by a weighted average; and in the case of point objects, the pixel value is not changed. This filter
outperformed other speckle filtering methods [77]. A window size of 5 × 5 and 3 × 3 was used for
ALOS-2 PALSAR-2 and RADARSAT-2 data, respectively. As a result of filtering, the equivalent number
of looks (ENL) of the images increased from two to three times. The ENL was estimated from the
image statistics for a homogenous region, where the backscatter coefficient is assumed to be constant.
Additionally, texture measures were calculated to produce additional features by making use
of spatial variations within the image. The gray level co-occurrence matrix (GLCM) proposed by
Haralick et al. [78] is one of the most widely used methods to compute second-order texture measures.
The measures were calculated as a probability of the occurrence of two gray levels separated by
a given distance in a given direction. The texture measures were performed using data without speckle
filtering because filtering reduces texture characteristics. The texture measures showed potential for
biomass estimation [79]. The following measures were computed: sum average (mean), variance,
homogeneity, contrast, dissimilarity, entropy, second moment, and correlation. For AGB estimation,
the sum average co-occurrence matrix was selected by means of visual interpretation.
Altogether, forty-five SAR products were generated, out of which eighteen were from the ALOS-2
PALSAR-2 and twenty-seven were from the RADARSAT-2 data. The SAR products were resampled to
a resolution of 50 m (0.25 ha) using the nearest neighbor method.
3.3. Above-Ground Biomass Retrieval
The SAR data and the forest inventory data were used as inputs for a non-parametric data fusion
machine learning algorithm, random forests (RF) [80]. The workflow used for AGB estimation is
shown graphically in Figure 4. The RF algorithm is widely used in ecology [81–83] as well as in forestry
research [84–86]. Recent studies [87,88] have shown that RF is superior to other methods such as
support vector machine (SVM), back propagation neural networks (BPNN), k-nearest neighbor (KNN),
Gaussian processes (GP), and step-wise linear models (SLM).
RF is an ensemble learning method, which operates by combining random decision trees with
bootstrap aggregation (bagging). The predictors are aggregated using bootstrap samples from training
sets, and it has been shown that this method produces more accurate resultant predictors than the
original predictor [89].
In general, five models using the regression mode of RF were constructed. The models consisted
of: L-band data (Model 1); C-band data acquired in two modes ultrafine and fine (Model 2); C-band
data in ultrafine mode (Model 3); C-band data in fine mode (Model 4); and L- and C-band data
combined (Model 5).
In addition to bagging, the models were resampled during the model tuning using 10-fold
cross-validation. Two thousand samples were used per AGB class for model calibration. The sample
points within the AGB class were randomly distributed.
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Figure 4. Above-ground biomass estimation processing steps.

3.4. Unbiased Validation
An independent validation was performed using approximately 30% of the forest inventory data
(117 forest stands). The prediction models were evaluated using the following four quantitative measures:
(a)

corrected root mean squared error, defined as:
RMSEcor =

(b)

q

2 − RMSE2 ,
RMSESat
Re f

where RMSESat represents the root mean squared error in satellite-derived estimation of AGB
and RMSERe f is the root mean square error in forest inventory data. According to the manual on
forest inventory and planning in Russian forests, the maximum error of RMSERef is expected to
be 15% [90].
corrected relative root-mean-square error, defined as:
relRMSEcor =

(c)

RMSEcor
AGB Re f

(2)

shows that RMSEcor is divided by the mean of reference AGB.
bias of the mean estimation error, defined as:

bias =

(d)

(1)



ˆ i − AGBre f (i)
∑in=1 AGB
n

(3)

ˆ i as predicted AGB, and n as the
represents AGBre f (i) as AGB reference value for stand i, AGB
number of AGB observations. Positive values of bias express overestimation, and vice versa.
coefficient of determination, shown as:
R2 = 1 −

SSres
,
SStot

(4)

where SSres is the sum of squares of the residuals and SStot represents the total sum of squares.
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The validation was performed using 1000 randomly distributed samples per AGB class.
4. Results
4.1. SAR Data Analysis
The results of the SAR data analysis are presented in Figures 5 and 6. The boxplots show the
backscattering coefficient statistics for available forest stands: the minimum (the horizontal line at the
bottom of each plot), the median (50th percentile), the 25th and 75th percentile (the lower and upper
quartile, respectively), the SAR image maximum (the horizontal line at the top of each plot) as well as
outliers. A dynamic range of 7 dB and 4 dB was observed for ALOS-2 PALSAR-2 and RADARSAT-2
data, respectively. We present three examples of the data acquired in fine and ultrafine mode to show
the correlation of the SAR backscatter with the AGB. An exponential model was applied to express
these relations as described in [29,37].

Figure 5. Backscattering coefficient statistics given for the data acquisition time (YYYYMMDD) and
polarization (HH or HV): (a) ALOS-2 PALSAR-2 data; (b) RADARSAT-2 data.

Figure 6. Synthetic Aperture Radar (SAR) backscatter as a function of forest above-ground
biomass (AGB); red line represents exponential fit. Data from: (a) RADARSAT-2 ultrafine mode;
(b) RADARSAT-2 fine mode; (c) ALOS-2 PALSAR-2 fine dual mode.

The following exponential model was applied:
γ0 ( AGB) = ae−cAGB + b(1 − e−cAGB )

(5)
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where a and b are unknown coefficients that can be derived from the training data; a represents
backscatter from ground, b represents backscatter from forest, and c represents the empirical coefficient
that depends on forest structure and dielectric properties of the canopy. For unfrozen conditions an
approximation of 0.008 was found to be reasonable [91]. The model corresponds to the simplified
version of the water cloud model by Attema and Ulaby [92]. As expected, the C-band data showed the
well-known saturation effect earlier. No significant relations were observed between the C-band data
and field-estimated AGB.
4.2. Above-Ground Biomass Maps
Figure 7 shows the resulting AGB maps with a pixel spacing of 50 m. The maps were derived
using Models 1 to 5. The predicted results were expressed in t ha−1 . The statistics of the estimated
AGB are given in Table 3. When examining the results visually, differences could be observed among
the maps in terms of the spatial variability of AGB values and the AGB value range. The AGB
maps estimated from the C-band data acquired in ultrafine mode (Model 3) were characterized by
the homogenous AGB values, whereas the AGB values estimated from the L-band (Model 1) and
combined L- and C-band data (Model 5) showed the highest heterogeneity.

Figure 7. Above-ground biomass maps: (a) estimated from ALOS-2 PALSAR-2 data (Model 1);
(b) estimated from RADARSAT-2 data (Model 2); (c) estimated from RADARSAT-2 data acquired in
ultrafine mode (Model 3); (d) estimated from RADARSAT-2 data acquired in fine mode (Model 4);
(e) estimated from ALOS-2 PALSAR-2 data combined with RADARSAT-2 data (Model 5).
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Table 3. Estimated AGB values for forest stands.
Model
Model 1
Model 2
Model 3
Model 4
Model 5

Data
PALSAR-2
18 products
RADARSAT-2
27 products
RADARSAT-2 Ultrafine
9 products
RADARSAT-2 Fine
18 Products
PALSAR-2 and RADARSAT-2
45 products

AGB Statistics [t ha−1 ]
Min

Max

Mean

8.8

166.7

89.5

14.8

166.5

89.5

21.3

155

86.7

21.7

161.4

89.7

6.8

173.8

90.1

The AGB ranges from Model 1 (L-band data) and Model 5 (combination of L- and C-band
data) corresponded most highly with the reference AGB values. This could be also observed on
the scatterplots of estimated AGB displayed against the reference (Figure 8). All plots showed
overestimation of AGB values < 80 t ha−1 and underestimation > 80 t ha−1 . However, the AGB
values estimated using the C-band data showed larger over and underestimation than the L-band
based results.

Figure 8. Cont.
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Figure 8. Estimated AGB vs. reference AGB: (a) estimated from ALOS-2 PALSAR-2 data (Model 1);
(b) estimated from RADARSAT-2 data (Model 2); (c) estimated from RADARSAT-2 data acquired in
ultrafine mode (Model 3); (d) estimated from RADARSAT-2 data acquired in fine mode (Model 4);
(e) estimated from ALOS-2 PALSAR-2 data combined with RADARSAT-2 data (Model 5). Gray line
represents 1:1 line; blue line represents linear fit.

It could be observed that the inclusion of the C-band data reduced the over and underestimation
to some extent. The over and underestimation were partly caused by the ensemble (averaging) of
regression trees, and partly by SAR saturation effects at high AGB ranges, and moisture and roughness
effects at low AGB values.
The feature importance of the multi-looked backscattering coefficient calculated from C- and
L-band data was presented and discussed in Reference [93]. The authors reported that the PALSAR-2
data acquired on 26/09/2014 in HV polarization were the most important for the retrieval of AGB,
while the least important variable was the RADARSAT-2 data acquired on 19/07/2014 in fine mode,
in HH polarization.
4.3. Unbiased Validation
Table 4 summarizes the validation results of the predicted AGB using the machine learning
algorithm from the L-band ALOS-2 PALSAR-2 and C-band RADARSAT-2 backscatter data.
Table 4. Validation statistics.
Model
Model 1
Model 2
Model 3
Model 4
Model 5

Data
PALSAR-2
18 products
RADARSAT-2
27 products
RADARSAT-2 Ultrafine
9 products
RADARSAT-2 Fine
18 Products
PALSAR-2 and RADARSAT-2
45 products

RMSEcor
[t ha−1 ]

rel. RMSEcor

R2

Bias
[t ha−1 ]

29.4

0.31

0.53

5.5

39.5

0.42

0.23

5.6

44.6

0.47

0.04

10.6

41.1

0.44

0.17

3.9

30.2

0.32

0.51

4.7

Additionally, a detailed investigation of the RMSEcor in the case of the L-band data was performed
(Figure 9). The comparison of the RMSEcor has shown that it is sufficient to use the filtered L-band
data in HH and HV polarization for the estimation of AGB. Inclusion of the ratio and texture measure
in the retrieval slightly increased the AGB estimation error.
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Figure 9. Comparison of corrected relative root-mean-square error RMSEcor between the multi-looked
and filtered backscatter from L-band data. All data means data acquired in HH, HV polarization,
and ratio HH/HV multi-looked and filtered as well as texture measure (sum average).

In general, the results obtained from L-Band data (Model 1) and combined L- and C-band data
(Model 5) showed lower estimation errors. The RMSEcor of 29.4 t ha−1 (29.1 t ha−1 in case of L-band
filtered data used alone) and of 30.2 t ha−1 (combination of L- and C-band backscatter intensities) were
calculated, respectively. The highest RMSEcor was derived when the C-band data alone were used;
44.6 t ha−1 for C-band data acquired in ultrafine mode (Model 3), 41.1 t ha−1 for C-band data acquired
in fine mode (Model 4), and 39.5 t ha−1 for all available C-band data (Model 2). The coefficient of
determination (R2 ) varied from 0.53 to 0.04 in the case of AGB estimations using Model 1 (L-band data)
and that with Model 3 (C-band lutrafine mode). Overall, all models provided overestimated AGB
values, with bias varying from 3.9 (C-band in fine mode) to 10.6 (C-band in ultrafine mode).
5. Discussion
Multi-frequency, multi-polarization, and multi-temporal data from L-band ALOS-2 PALSAR-2
and from C-band RADARSAT-2, together with updated in situ data were utilized for the first time to
evaluate the improvement of above-ground biomass (AGB) estimation using a non-parametric biomass
model. This allowed us to isolate the data source that provided the most information on forest biomass.
Backscatter coefficients from L- and C-band radar were used independently, and in combination,
to assess a boreal forest study area in, Siberia (Krasnoyarskiy Kray). Furthermore, the effects of
including texture measures in AGB retrieval were investigated. The data from both SAR systems,
as well as the additional generated SAR features, were combined in a machine learning algorithm
(random forests).
As expected, the AGB modeling results indicated that the longer wavelength L-band data in HH
and HV polarizations performed better than C-band data in HH and HV polarizations. This finding
is in line with previous studies (e.g., References [25,44,62,93,94]). When the L-band data alone were
used for the retrieval, a corrected relative root-mean-square error (RMSEcor ) of 29.4 t ha−1 was
calculated. The RMSEcor decreased when only the filtered L-band backscatter data, without ratio and
texture, were applied (29.1 t ha−1 ). The ratio of backscatter was not found to be effective, similar
to the research results reported in Reference [79]. The first multi-frequency approaches for boreal
forests reported errors of 37.6 t ha− 1 [44] or 25.7 t ha−1 [43] using the SIR-C/X-SAR data. It was
shown that the L-band in HV polarization was the most important variable for AGB estimation [95],
the same as in Reference [42]. Using the empirical parametric model (stepwise regression procedure)
the L-band data in HV polarization were selected as the best information for biomass estimation
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for boreal forests, followed by the L-band in HH, L-band in VV, and C-band in HV polarization.
Moreover, the ratio of HV backscatter from a longer wavelength to that from a shorter wavelength,
as well as the ratio of texture measures, have been reported to provide good results for mapping
the biomass [14,73,75,96]. The inclusion of the C-band data for AGB estimation only marginally
improved the retrieval results. The over and underestimation was reduced, the bias decreased from
5.5 t ha−1 to 4.7 t ha−1 , and the estimated AGB range corresponded to the reference data. However,
the RMSEcor increased by approximately 1% when calculated in combination with C-band and L-band
data (30.2 t ha−1 ) as opposed to when only using the latter (29.4 t ha−1 ). In the case of African
savannah a small improvement of 0.6 t ha−1 was reported [53]. Moreover, the authors observed an
improvement in the modeling estimations of the complete savannah vegetation structure. It is expected
that integration of seasonal and/or annual time series of C-band acquisitions, i.e., from Sentinel-1,
should improve the AGB retrieval. Hyper-temporal or multi-temporal (10 stacks of 3-month scenes)
approaches using C-band data can provide accurate AGB estimations of approximately 15–20% RMSE,
as reported in References [48,60].
The better performance in the first scenario, i.e., when only L-band data were used, was due to
deeper wavelength penetration into the canopy, providing information from trunks and big branches
that are better correlated with the forest AGB, especially in case of dense forests. The information from
the C-band data comes mainly from tree leaves and small branches at the top of the canopy. Moreover,
the RADARSAT-2 data acquired in the ultrafine mode showed more sensitivity to the roughness of
the objects, decreasing the correlation between the SAR and the reference data, and thus generating
higher estimation errors. This shows that the long wavelength SAR is better suited for the high forest
biomass values and the short wavelength SAR for low biomass ranges. This finding also corresponds
to recently reported results in the case of the African savannah test site [53], as well as tropical forests
in Indonesia, where instead of C-band the X-band data were combined with L-band [49].
In general, the AGB estimation using L-band data alone, and in combination with C-band data
was successful. However, it is important to mention the additional sources of error which were not
taken into account in this study. The first source of error relates to the time difference between the SAR
datasets and the insitu data, as well as the implementation of yield models. Even though the reference
data have been updated using recommended growth models and include removal of the forest stands
with extensive logging activities, it is very probable that local changes in the forest structure caused
by smaller events, such as selective logging and local fires, were not taken into account. However,
it was assumed that the main forest structure had not been changed. Different time and weather
conditions resulting in different forest states during the SAR acquisitions could also influence the
obtained AGB estimates.
AGB estimations in boreal forests using multi-frequency, multi-polarization and multi-temporal
data are not very common. It is assumed that retrieval of AGB over boreal forests can be further
improved by using texture ratio and multi-temporal InSAR coherence, and by implementing further
SAR frequencies (X-band and P-band) in the analysis. The use of multi-frequency data should
improve AGB estimation, as the biomass-related information in the SAR data acquired using different
wavelengths comes from different forest compartments; i.e., trunks, branches, and foliage. Moreover,
the inclusion of optical data can further reduce the estimation error, as this type of data provide
important information on the deciduous/evergreen dominance [48]. Additionally, the use of a deep
learning based workflow can increase the AGB accuracy as reported by Reference [88].
6. Conclusions
This study investigated the potential use of multi-frequency (C- and L-band), multi-polarization
(HH and HV), and multi-temporal SAR data for AGB estimation in boreal forests. In total
forty-five predictor layers were generated using RADARSAT-2 and ALOS-2 PALSAR-2 data, including
texture measures.
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The research showed that the inclusion of C-band data to the AGB non-parametric retrieval
procedure marginally improved the estimation. It is assumed that the use of longer time series of
the multi-frequency data will improve the AGB estimation, as the biomass-related information in the
SAR data acquired using different wavelengths represents different tree parts and forest structures.
The lowest estimation error RMSEcor was calculated for L-band filtered data alone and was 29.1 t ha−1
(rel RMSEcor of 30%). In previous studies where mono-frequency or multi-frequency data were
applied, relative estimation errors in the range of 30–40% for Siberian boreal forests were reported
[e.g., References 7,23,57,61]. However, the lowest estimation error was obtained for coarse spatial
resolutions (e.g., 1 km). This study showed that for local applications at a scale of 0.25 ha highly
accurate AGB estimations can be obtained.
It is expected that AGB estimations could be further improved by including multi-temporal
metrics, texture ratio, and InSAR coherence as predictor variables, as well as optical data. Moreover,
the use of hyper-temporal C-band data with long wavelength SAR data can further reduce the
over and underestimation that is presented when using e non-parametric, i.e., machine or deep
learning, algorithms.
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