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Abstract—With the rapid advancement of miniaturized sensors
and unmanned airborne system (UAS) platforms, scientific mea-
surements that previously were carried out by large government
or academic institution programs can now be successfully accom-
plished by smaller collection activities. In the case of vegetation
assessment (e.g., forestry and agriculture), spatial, temporal, ra-
diometric, and spectral resolution can be rigorously controlled. Al-
though each of these is important, accurate temporal assessment of
chemistry and morphological plant attributes is heavily dependent
on spectral resolution and correction. A particular phenomenol-
ogy of interest is the extraction and modeling of bidirectional
reflectance distribution function (BRDF) data. In this effort, an
approach is discussed to reflectance calibrate and derive BRDF
signatures from soybeans through a newly available multispectral
sensor integrated to an industry common UAS platform. Methods
were developed to extract the reflectance data across the azimuth
and elevation observations and fit these field data to previously
derived models from the literature. A modular processing pipeline
was developed to allow for the implementation of additional al-
gorithms and efficient numerical analysis. Results show that the
coefficients derived to fit the modeled BRDF data are consistent
across spatial resolution and within cover type. Additionally, the
modeled-fit root-mean-square error was inversely proportional to
the spatial resolution of the image data used for signature extrac-
tion. In conjunction with more traditional spectral and ratio-based
analytical indices, this approach provides important dimensional-
ity in both classification and land-cover assessment applications
critical to more accurate temporal vegetation assessment.

Index Terms—Crops, multispectral imaging, radiometry, remote
sensing, spectroradiometry, vegetation.

I. INTRODUCTION

HE ability to extract scientific measurements from a range
T of systems has been key to the advancement of earth
observation. Applying advanced physical, mathematical, and
signal processing techniques from other fields was a hallmark
of Prof. David Landgrebe’s remote sensing contributions [1].
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In particular, his advocacy of signature collection, multispectral
and hyperspectral processing, and modeling is directly corre-
lated to the understanding and building of software tools that is
the focus of this effort [2]-[5].

The interplay of Sun angle, sensor viewing geometry, and
topography are major challenges to the collection of robust
spectral data from nontraditional platforms such as that acquired
by low altitude small unmanned aerial systems (SUAS). These
phenomena can introduce variations in the radiance/reflectance
data collected from spectral frame cameras. The bidirectional
reflectance distribution function (BRDF) describes how electro-
magnetic radiation is reflected as a function of the geometric
structure of the object under view, the illumination source (typ-
ically the Sun), and the viewing geometry [6]. The objective of
this effort is to develop an approach (e.g., software pipeline)
to collect, preprocess, extract, and model BRDF information
obtained from SUAS systems. This process will help strengthen
and standardize temporal and morphological analysis using
SUAD multispectral systems.

Methods to describe and model the BRDF of materials vary
between pure empirical approaches that use regression of actual
data to trigonometric functions, and methods that are derived
from first principles radiation-transfer and scattering physics for
the material and geometrical microstructure of the objects under
investigation. Example empirically based models include those
by Walthall ef al. [7], Shibayama and Wiegand [8], Latifovic
et al. [9], and Ranson er al. [10]. While these approaches can
replicate overall BRDF shape, models that consider specular
reflection and hotspots found with leaf surfaces and vegetation
canopies have been found to be more representative of spatial
and spectral canopy structure [11].

More rigorous and complex approaches that separate the re-
flectance phenomena into geometric and volumetric components
or kernels have been proposed. These models build upon first
principle geometric and volumetric scattering theory and intro-
duce coefficients/parameters that allow for application across
varying soil, vegetative, and cultural land-cover classes. Exam-
ples of well-documented kernel-based models include those by
Roujean et al. [12], Wanner et al. [13], and the Ross-Li model
[14], [15].

To support understanding of directional reflectance,
particularly with respect to remote sensing applications,
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researchers have conducted extensive ground-based collection
efforts. These datasets used radiometric sensors collecting data
under controlled conditions. Typically, a radiometer would be
affixed to a gantry or other structure such as a goniometer,
allowing the instrument to observe the same small area from
almost the entire azimuth and zenith observation hemisphere. A
seminal device developed for this application was the Portable
Apparatus for Rapid Acquisition of Bidirectional Observations
of the Land and Atmosphere (PARABOLA). The PARABOLA
could sample in 15° instantaneous field-of-view (FOV) sectors
in three narrow-bandpass spectral channels for the acquisition
of radiance data for almost the entire sky- and ground-looking
hemispheres in approximately 10 s [16]. This instrumentation
was used for multiple large cross-calibration efforts to include
the First International Satellite Land Surface Climatology
Project (ISLSCP) Field Experiment (FIFE) [17].

While the PARABOLA system provided excellent angular
hemispherical resolution, the spectral resolution did not satisfy
the requirements to support existing and future airborne and
spaceborne hyperspectral sensors. To meet this need, the Uni-
versity of Zurich built the Fleld GOniometer System (FIGOS)
to support the acquisition and investigation of hyperspectral
BRDF data and effects. The FIGOS sensor nominally covered
the spectral range from 300 to 2450 nm in 704 spectral bands
[18].

More recent goniometer systems include the Manual
Transportable Instrument platform for ground-based Spectro-
directional observations (ManTIS). The ManTIS uses a novel
cantilever approach whose light weight and suspension design
allow for spectral radiometric collection in many terrain envi-
ronments [19].

Further efforts have considered mounting narrow FOV ra-
diometers to rotary UAS aircraft for the collection of directional
reflectance information. Burkart ef al. [20] successfully collect
BRDF data over agricultural targets using an Ocean Optics
spectroradiometer mounted to an octocopter UAS.

Additional goniometer-focused efforts have collected polar-
ization information along with the directional spectral data.
Polarization data introduces additional dimensionality that can
be used for further feature classification, separation, and dis-
crimination [21]-[25].

Supporting theoretical and ground-based investigations, air-
borne and spaceborne platforms have extended the study of the
directional reflectance phenomena. Some of the earliest work
was used to study the BRDF signatures in the bands of the
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)
Advanced Very High Resolution Radiometer (AVHRR) satel-
lites. The large spatial and temporal collection ability of the
AVHRR sensors made the understanding of directional effects
important for spectral understanding [26].

The airborne Advanced Solid-State Array Spectroradiometer
and associated ground instrumentation have been used to support
multiple field collection exercises to include ISLSCP and FIFE
as well as the Boreal Ecosystem-Atmosphere Study (BOREAS)
sites in Canada. The BOREAS data included bidirectional
spectral reflectance factors, spectral hemispherical reflectance,
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simple ratio, normalized difference vegetation index (NDVI),
and other spectral indices [27], [28].

Products derived satellite constellations have been used to
estimate surface albedo through BRDF models. The MODerate
Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS) on the Terra
and Aqua satellites has provided a long-term archive BRDF,
Nadir BRDF-Adjusted Reflectance (NBAR) albedo products
(MCD43). The products have been used to evaluate surface dy-
namics [29] and agricultural seasons [30]. The Visible Infrared
Imaging Radiometer Suite on the Suomi-National Polar-orbiting
Partnership satellite also is used to generate BRDF, NBAR, and
albedo products that are comparable to the continuous longer
timeline MODIS products [31].

With the advancement of autonomous platforms and the
reduction in sensor form-factors, multiple authors have and
continue to investigate the impact of BRDF phenomena on
high spatial resolution remote sensing applications. In particular,
Honkavaara er al. have been very active investigating BRDF
assessment and correction from UAS aircraft over many land-
cover classes [32]-[34]. While the primary objective of these
efforts is often to radiometrically “correct” or “normalize,” usu-
ally to a nadir orientation [35], some researchers are attempting
to exploit the angular information within a classification process
itself [25].

Over the last decade, the rapid development and use of small-
UAS (sUAS) systems (<50 1b./22.6 kg) and sensor payloads
have become increasingly popular for a wide range of scien-
tific disciplines and applications and have proven particularly
promising for agricultural and forestry assessment. In partic-
ular, sUAS imaging multispectral payloads have been used to
evaluate vegetation conditions in near-real time allowing for
more rapid mitigation and temporal management strategies to be
executed [36]. However, SUAS platform size and sensor stability
combined with solar illumination and topographic effects can
create a situation whereby spectral band radiometric accuracy
tends to be challenging. While spatial geometric issues for sSUAS
have been largely addressed by robust structure-from-motion
processing that take advantage of the large number of over-
lapping images acquired by an imaging sensor, the important
issues related to radiometric effects are less mature. While it
is possible to conduct concurrent (or near-concurrent) ground
spectral measurement to derive values to drive correction models
such as empirical line calibration, this procedure is not practical
for all scenarios and mission types [37], [38]. True radiometric
processing considers sensor camera geometry, topographic and
solar attributes across multispectral image frames of data prior to
orthometric correction are important to accurately assess in-field
variability and characterize change.

Dunford et al. [39] and Stark er al. [40] describe the main
factors driving radiometric concerns during multispectral image
acquisition as being: 1) the use of wide FOV imaging equipment
that creates an inherent radial variation in viewing angle, 2) the
solar motion that creates a nonstatic illumination source, and
3) atmospheric and cloud influencing incoming solar radiation
over the mission area of interest (AOI) generating alternating
shadows. These factors lead to variation of the digital number
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Fig. 2. UAS aircraft and sensors used for this effort. Item 1 is the MicaSense
Red-Edge MX camera. Items 2 and 3 are the senseFly eBee. Item 4 is the Spec-
tralon reflectance panel that is used for the radiance to reflectance calibration.

TABLE I
MICASENSE RED-EDGE MX SENSOR SPECIFICATIONS

Fig. 1. Location of the Upper Shirley site used in this study. The inset in the
upper right shows the location of the site with respect to Richmond, VA, USA.
The main figure is the natural color orthomosaic created by Agisoft Metashape
overlaid on a Google Maps Street layer. The lower left inset shows the reflectance
and geometric calibration panels. The panels are: A = 8%, B = 15%, C =25%,
D = 40%, and H = 99% (Halon Standard). Panel F is an Aeropoint that was
used for overall geometric registration/verification.

(DN) values for the same features across image frames. To
address and exploit this variation, radiometric processing must
consider the following.

1) Correction of the vignetting effect (changing of the bright-
ness of an image frame from the center to the edge),
dependent on the optics of the sensor.

2) Bidirectional reflectance calculation, dependent on the sun
azimuth, surface reflection, topography, and illumination.

3) Atmospheric correction, dependent on atmospheric scat-
tering [41].

The efforts described in this article address the bidirectional

reflectance calculation.

II. STUDY AREA AND INSTRUMENTATION

Our evaluation and application of BRDF correction models
and workflows was accomplished by the acquisition of middle
and late growing season data over soybean fields near the James
River in Charles City, VA, USA (see Fig. 1). This is an area of
diverse agriculture on the coastal plain of Virginia. This site was
selected based upon accessibility and the characteristic homo-
geneity of vegetative crop cover for the radiometric modeling,
and the ability to support long-term temporal studies.

Imagery was collected using the senseFly eBee X sUAS
platform (Lausanne, Switzerland) and eMotion flight planning
software with the MicaSense Red-Edge MX (AgEagle Aerial
Systems, Kansas, USA) payload. The MicaSense Red-Edge
MX payload (see Fig. 2) is a five-band multispectral payload
specifically designed for SUAS applications.

The specific site used for this study was the Shirley Plan-
tation near Charles City, VA, USA. The plantation and farm
are an expansive 3.2 km? agricultural area dating to 1614 and
is a mixture of small grains and vineyards. Our sampling site

Parameter Specification
Weight 231.9 g (includes the DLS 2 and cables)
Dimensions 8.7cmx 5.9 cmx 4.5 cm
External Power 42V DC-15.8V DC
Wavelength Blue (475 nm center, 32 nm bandwidth)
Green (560 nm center, 27 nm bandwidth)
Red (668 nm center, 14 nm bandwidth)
Red Edge (717 nm center, 12 nm bandwidth)
Near-Infrared (842 nm center, 57 nm bandwidth)
RGB Color Global shutter, aligned with all bands, 12-b
Output RAW TIFF
GSD 8 cm per pixel (per band) at 120 m above ground
level (AGL)
FOV 47.2° Horizontal FOV

(Latitude/Longitude: 37°20/35"N/77°15'27"W) was a flat, 15.6-
hectare soybean field of two varietals: 70% black soybeans in the
south and 30% white soybeans on the northern edge. The mission
date was September 27, 2021. This period covered the end of the
local growing season and the beginning of the senescing period
before foliage drop characterized by leaf yellowing of the white
soybeans and is referred as the “senescing beans” throughout
the article.

The MicaSense MX sensor is a lightweight multispectral
sensor designed for agriculture applications and features an 8
cm ground sample distance (GSD) at 122 m, up to 1 capture
per second with a 47.2° FOV, for all five bands. senseFly
incorporates the MicaSense Red-Edge MX sensor into the eBee
X sUAS system. Details on the MicaSense Red-Edge MX sensor
are presented in Table I.

The senseFly eMotion version 3.20 flight planning and post-
processing software was used to plan, execute flights, and
postprocess the Upper Shirley dataset. The eMotion software
also incorporates enhanced GPS data from a local or a virtual
reference base station to tag position data in the imagery at
collection. The MicaSense Red-Edge MX imagery was collected
at approximately 77 m (255 ft) AGL to capture a 5 cm (2.0
in) ground sampling distance pixel. The flights were planned
and collected at a 75% image overlap in both horizontal and
longitudinal directions.

During the flights, a Topcon’s TopNet virtual real-time kine-
matic GPS service reported a 0.07 m overall relative accuracy
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of each photo center during the flights. Additionally, an Emlid
Reach RS2 base station was placed on a 2.0 m range pole to
collect data for 3.2 h before and after flights. The collected Rinex
2.10 file was submitted to NOAA NGS Online User Positioning
Service (OPUS). The resulting point from OPUS along with
the GPS observations from the Emlid Reach RS2 Rinex 2.10
file was used in eMotion to additionally postprocess kinematic
(PPK) the positions of the images. The resulting PPK processing
improved the reported relative spatial accuracy of the geotags to
0.015 m.

Radiometric ground control was established by using five
ground targets (area = 0.36 m?) representing different gray lev-
els and were sized following Wang and Myint [27]. The targets
consisted of a series of gray paints (formulas by BEHR, Inc.)
that are spectrally constant across the visible to the near infrared
(VNIR) region of interest. Reflectance spectra were acquired
using an SVC HR-1024i ground radiometer (Spectra Vista, Inc.,
Poughkeepsie, New York, 350-2400 nm) during the mission
times of each sUAS flight. Additional signatures were collected
within open areas near the soybean fields and included static
targets such as road surfaces and soils. The spectra obtained
were used in comparing the extracted imagery signatures from
the (BRDF) radiometrically corrected orthophotos to the ground
data collected concurrently during each mission. The SVC ra-
diometer was used to collect reflectance data in full sunlight at a
distance of 1 m (nadir) above the ground target and reflectance
calibration was performed by measuring a Spectralon standard
following procedures described by Satterwhite and Henley [42].
The spectral resolution for the SVC instrument is <3.3 nm full
wave half maximum VNIR region and the nominal FOV of
the instrument is 4° allowing a sample diameter of 7 cm to be
resolved at a 1 m distance.

III. METHODS

To extract the BRDF information from the MicaSense Red-
Edge MX sensor, the research team developed an end-to-end
processing pipeline shown in Fig. 3. The pipeline includes com-
ponents from commercial software, Open-Source utilities, and
custom-developed MATLAB code. A modular approach was
adapted to ensure that future improvements and modifications
could easily be swapped or added to the pipeline. As an example,
the team currently uses Agisoft Metashape to perform the bundle
adjustment and create the output geospatial products (surface
models, orthometric images, and camera exterior orientation).
However, the pipeline currently supports output from Pix4D,
Correlator 3D, and several open-source photogrammetric so-
lutions for geometric processing, and these software packages
can be interchanged as desired. It is important to note that
BRDF products generated by Agisoft were only the final camera
positions during exposure, the surface model, and the individ-
ual spectral band orthometric frames. Orthomosaics were only
generated for visual products, not for BRDF data extraction.

Geometric processing of the MicaSense data was conducted
using the Agisoft Metashape Professional software, version
1.74. Total of 1035 five-band images from September 27 were
imported as separate spectral bands using the position and
orientation tags from the EXIF header applied by the senseFly
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Fig. 3.  BRDF modeling pipeline. Each is a modular component that can be
improved or replaced as needed.

eMotion software. As a note on nomenclature, we refer to a set
of all five spectral bands collected together as an “image” and
single spectral bands as “bands” or “frames.”

Processing that consisted of image/photo alignment, dense
point cloud reconstruction, DEM creation, orthometric image
generation, and camera parameter output used the following
Metashape settings.

1) Photo Alignment: High.

2) Build Dense Cloud: Medium.

3) Export DEM: Output resolution of 0.20 m (EPSG 32618).

4) Export Orthometric Images: Output resolutions of 0.05—

2.0 m (EPSG 32618).
5) Export Camera Parameters: EPSG 32618 - WGS 84/UTM
18, Omega-Phi-Kappa.

Processing was conducted on a Windows 10 Notebook PC
(Inteli7 processor, 16 GB of RAM, NVIDIA GeForce RTX 2060
GPU). Processing time from photo ingestion through creation
of orthometric images was approximately 1 h. Fig. 4 shows
various geometric products created over the study site by Agisoft
MetaShape.

The MicaSense manufacturers provide the equipment, meta-
data, and framework necessary to calibrate the raw DN data to
radiance units (in watts per meter squared per steradian). The
process consists of the basic following steps [43].

1) Un-bias images by accounting for dark pixel offset.

2) Compensate for imager-level effects (radiometric calibra-

tion).

3) Compensate for optical chain effects (vignetting).

4) Normalize images by exposure and gain settings.

5) Convert to common units (radiance).

All values necessary to carry out these calculations are in-
cluded in customized EXIF tags associated with each image
collected (one for each spectral band and exposure position).
Customized MATLAB code was developed to read the EXIF
information and create radiance versions for each spectral band
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Fig. 4.  Geospatial products from the Upper Shirley Soybean fields as created =~ Fig. 5. Sample reflectance calibration image for the MicaSense Red-Edge

by Agisoft MetaShape. The upper left photograph image shows the flight plan,
and the upper right is the RGB orthomosaic. The lower left is the DSM, and the
lower right is the NIR orthomosaic.

using the series of equations shown as follows [44]:

r= \/(m—cg;)2+ (y— ¢,)° (1

k(x7y) = 1+k‘07‘+ k17"2+k27"3+-..+k5,r6 (2)
1

Viy) = \

@) = ey 3)

a1 p(@y) — po(2,y)
L(z,y) =V (r,y)* — * 4
(2, y) (z,y) g ‘. ) sty 4)

where
1) x,y are the column and row values from the image;
2) ¢, and ¢, are the principal point offsets;
3) ris the radial distance;
4) k, are the radial distortion coefficients;
5) a,, are radiometric calibration coefficients;
6) p is the normalized pixel value;
7) p 1 is the pixel black level value;
8) g is the gain, which is defined as the ISO/100;
9) t. is the shutter speed in seconds;

10) L is the radiance in (W/m?/sr).

After creation of the radiance images, reflectance versions
can be generated by exploiting ground calibration target images
Fig. 5 collected before and/or after each flight as part of the
standard MicaSense operations [45]. This panel has previously
been reflectance calibrated to NIST standards, and this data has
been provided by the manufacturer. Through a simple ratio, a
radiance to reflectance conversion factor can be generated for
each spectral band and applied to the radiance data generated by
the equations provided above. The process described above was
conducted for every spectral band of the individual five-band
MicaSense images.

It should be noted that while the reflectance/radiance calibra-
tion method used above has been the standard approach for the
MicaSense Red-Edge camera, MicaSense recently upgraded the

band (Band 5). The blue box in the center of the frame over the calibration
panel shows the pixels that were selected to generate the radiance to reflectance
conversion factor.

Frame 1766, Red Edge Band, 05 cm Resolution Frame 1766, Red Edge Band, 20 cm Resolution

025 025

Refloctanco

Frame 1766, Red Edge Band, 1 m Resolution

Frame 1766, Red Edge Band, 2 m Resolution _—

Refloctance

Fig. 6.  Single spectral band (the Red-Edge, 717 nm) from an image collected
over the Upper Shirley Soybean site after orthorectification. Four different spatial
resolutions show the brighter spectral response toward the top-left of the frame
(North is up). This corresponds to the backscatter direction where the Sun was
in the south-south-east position (about 158°, where 180° is due south).

downwelling radiance sensor [46]. The new downwelling sensor,
referred to as the Downwelling Light Sensor 2 (DLS2), employs
multiple titled sensors to determine direct and diffuse irradiance
components. Usage of a downwelling sensor has been shown to
provide reflectance measurements to a broader range of lightning
conditions [47]. However, the lack of published cosine response
data currently limits the usefulness of the DL.S2 [48]. Methods to
integrate measurements from this sensor will be added to future
versions of the overall processing pipeline shown in Fig. 3 as
DLS2 information and calibration data becomes available.

An example of the reflectance calibrated orthometric images
is shown in Fig. 6. The figure shows a single spectral band
(the Red-Edge, 717 nm) at the four different spatial resolutions
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Fig. 7. Shapefiles showing the boundaries within the QGIS software where
four of the BRDF signatures were extracted (referred to as AOIs). The four
Shapefiles displayed are used throughout the analysis and discussion sections.
The base imagery underneath the Shapefiles is the NIR mosaic created via
Agisoft Metashape.

created from Agisoft. As is typically found with vegetation,
the soybean canopy generates a strong backscattered signature.
This is demonstrated by the higher reflectance toward the top
of the frames. This is especially evident at the coarser spatial
resolutions, where the row effects are smoothed out via the
resampling algorithm used by Agisoft (e.g., the 1 and 2 m
examples). Conversely, the denser spatial resolutions pick up
the microtopography of the crop row structures, which provides
a vertical structure that strongly reflects light back to the sensor,
resulting in “noisier” signatures in the 5 and 20 cm examples
(top two subfigures in Fig. 6).

After generation of the reflectance calibrated images, multiple
AOIs for the test areas were selected based on variation in
cover (healthy turgid versus presenescence/yellow) to extract
the BRDF signatures. Fig. 7 shows the six of the AOIs that were
delineated from the Upper Shirley soybean fields. Of the six
AOls, two were over the healthy, turgid soybeans parallel to the
crop rows (noted P1 and P2), two were over the healthy turgid
soybeans perpendicular to the crop rows (noted V1 and V2), and
two were over the presenescence soybeans (noted S1 and S2).
These AOIs were then saved as ArcGIS Shapefiles to be used by
the BRDF extraction pipeline. The areas of coverage for these
AOIs were as follows.

1) Parallel Soybean 1 (P1): 1900 m?

2) Parallel Soybean 2 (P2): 1800 m?

3) Perpendicular Soybean 1 (V1): 1500 m?

4) Perpendicular Soybean 2 (V2): 1800 m?

5) Senesced Soybean 1 (S1): 2100 m?

6) Senesced Soybean 2 (S2): 900 m?

With the selection of an AOI, the extraction of the BRDF
signature can proceed by calculating the intersection between the
individual reflectance-calibrated five-band orthometric images
generated and the AOI of interest. A series of MATLAB utilities
were created to automate this step. A list of the 1035 orthometric
images and camera exposure stations were loaded into a MAT-
LAB structure. The code simply loops through these images
looking for an intersection between the AOI and orthometric
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image boundaries. If an intersection is detected, the ground
coordinates of valid pixel (nonzero or background) would be ex-
tracted and saved into a second MATLAB structure. Depending
upon the size and location of the AOI selected, between 50 and
60 individual frames would intersect with AOIL. As the exposure
station and solar position of every image is known, it required
only a simple geometric transformation to save each pixel value
as a function of view zenith, view azimuth, and solar position.
A second transformation was employed to convert the view
azimuth in earth-centered reference to the solar principal plane
reference, which provides the two-dimensional, polar coordinate
signatures that are shown in the results throughout the article.
The total number of pixels used to generate the polar coordinate
signature is dependent upon the resolution of the image source.
For the 2 m spatial resolution images, the number of points was
roughly 1500 (differed slightly by AOI and spectral band). For
the 5 cm images, the number of points was about 2 000 000.

Building upon the observed similarity of BRDF signatures to
the limacon equation, Walthall et al. proposed a solution where
reflectance is a function of the view zenith, view azimuth, the
solar azimuth (with respect to the solar principal plane), and
a term that represents the nadir reflectance. After extraction
of the BRDF signatures and projection into a polar coordinate
reference frame, it was a simple matter to empirically fit these
signatures to models using the least squares method. This ap-
proach is common with the BRDF modeling field (e.g., [49]).
Rearranging the terms to improve numerical stability and adding
a hotspot correction [50], the modified Walthall equation used
was

11
p = X1+ X20,0,cosp + X30762 <1 +ot §> + X4D
5)

where

D = \/ tanf? + tanf? — 2 x tand;tand,.cosg (6)

and
1) 6; is the solar zenith angle;
2) 0, is the viewing zeinth angle;
3) ¢ is the viewing azimuth angle in the solar
principal plane.
This yields a series of equations of the form where 1-n are
the pixel values to be modeled

1 60,160,1cos¢1 62,62, (1 + o+ ﬁ) D, o
i r p1
1 Higergcosd)g 0?2032 (1 + 0% + 9%) D2 P2
12 r2 Xl
1 07"30T3COS¢)3 9?3933 (1 =+ é + é) D3 X2 P3
X3 |-
X4
1 0inrmcostn 02,02, (14 7+ 7-) Da -fn

N
which can be solved via ordinary matrix least squares as
X = [ATA] " ATp ®)

where A is the matrix in (7).
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TABLE II
COEFFICIENTS GENERATED FOR THE MODIFIED WALTHALL MODEL FOR THE
UPPER-SHIRLEY SOYBEAN SITES OR AOI
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1021
03 130 20 A ok aw
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There were four turgid soybean sites (large parallel and vertical) and two senesced sites.
X1-X4 correspond to the empirically generated coefficients from the equations above.
The rms is the root-mean-squared deviation of the image-derived BRDF data to the
modified Walthall model using the coefficients.

Fig. 8. Red-Edge band from Vertical Soybean AOI 2. Spatial resolution of
the imagery was 5 cm. Spatial resolution of the DSM was 20 cm. The left
image shows the percent reflectance spatial distribution across the collected
view zenith and view azimuth (with respect to the solar principal plane). The
center image shows the percent reflectance difference spatial distribution. The
right image shows the root-mean-squared percent spatial distribution. Figs. 9-13
have the same left, center, and right graphics, but for different spectral bands
and resolutions of the imagery and DSM.

Equation (8) was solved identically for each spectral band,
resolution, and AOI. This produced a series of X values for
each perturbation as well as corresponding residuals, which are
presented in Table II.

The X coefficients and A terms are found to be related to the
physical responses. The X1 parameter is the majority of the nadir
reflectance value. The X2 term influences the relative forward
and backward scattering of the light. A negative value of X2
results in a stronger backscatter signature. The X3 parameter is
related to the reflection perpendicular to the solar principal plane.
A positive value of X3 will result in a bowl shape. Finally, X4
primarily influences the hotspot correction, but does contribute
to the nadir value where both 6, and ¢ are equal to zero (the
polar coordinate origin).

IV. RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

The series of Figs. 8—13 show the results of the BRDF data
extracted using the pipeline described above. Each of these
figures consists of three subplots. For these figures, we have
used percent reflectance (0%—100%) in place of the traditional
0 to 1.0. The plot on the left is the percent reflectance value
distribution as a function of view zenith and view azimuth. The
center plots show the difference in percent reflectance values
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Fig.9. Red-Edge band from Vertical Soybean AOI 2. Spatial resolution of the
imagery was 1 m. Spatial resolution of the DSM was 1 m. A description of the
left, center, and right images is provided in the caption of Fig. 8.

Fig. 10. NIR band from Vertical Soybean AOI 2. Spatial resolution of the
imagery was 1 m. Spatial resolution of the DSM was 1 m. A description of the
left, center, and right images is provided in the caption of Fig. 8.
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Fig. 11.  Red band from Vertical Soybean AOI 2. Spatial resolution of the
imagery was 1 m. Spatial Resolution of the DSM was 1 m. A description of the
left, center, and right images is provided in the caption of Fig. 8.
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Fig. 12.  Green band from Vertical Soybean AOI 2. Spatial resolution of the
imagery was 1 m. Spatial resolution of the DSM was 1 m. A description of the
left, center, and right images is provided in the caption of Fig. 8.

between the BRDF data extracted from the imagery and the best
fit to the modified Walthall model. The plot on the right shows the
root-mean-square (rms) difference between the image-extracted
BRDF data and the fit to the modified Walthall model. In all plots,
the angular dimension is the view azimuth (0° is the backscatter
direction in the solar principal plane), and the radial dimension
is the view zenith. The polar position at 0°, 0° would be the nadir
reflectance value. Results showed that the SVC signatures of the
panels matched the results produced by the pipeline within 2%
at a nadir orientation.

The maximum view zenith extracted from this dataset was
slightly larger than 45°. This maximum zenith angle may seem
too large given the MicaSense RedEdge MX camera FOV, which
has a 28.9° maximum radial collection angle. However, the 28.9°
would only be the limit for a nadir orientation, most of this data
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Fig. 13. Blue band from Vertical Soybean AOI 2. Spatial resolution of the
imagery was 1 m. Spatial resolution of the DSM was 1 m. A description of the
left, center, and right images is provided in the caption of Fig. 8.

was collected at pitch angles greater than 10° with roll angles up
to 8° (both plus and minus). The largest pitch angle for an image
frame that covered the Vertical Soybean AOI 2 was 16.2°, which
resulted in maximum zenith angle for some pixels greater than
45°.

Looking at the plots in more detail, Figs. 8 and 9 should be
analyzed together. Both figures are derived from the Red-Edge
band (center wavelength of 717 nm) from the Vertical Soybean
2 AOL Fig. 8 was created from the 5 cm spatial resolution or-
thoimages and the 20 cm spatial resolution surface model. Fig. 9
shows the same band and AOI, but from the downsampled data of
1 m for the orthoimages, and 1 m for the DSM. At a broad level,
Figs. 8 and 9 are very similar, the range of the spectral values,
difference between the extracted BRDF data and Walthall model,
and the rms between the extracted BRDF data and Walthall
model are approximately the same. The strong backscatter is
shown along the principal plane with the maximum at the largest
view zenith (slightly over 45°). Overall, there is no visible spatial
bias in reflectance difference and reflectance rms plots, which
represents a good fit to the model. What is visible is what can
be termed “noise” in the high spatial resolution data. The 5 cm
ortho/20 cm DSM dataset has much more “speckle,” which is
really a function of the spatial nonuniformity of the soybean
canopy. At a 5 cm spatial resolution, individual leaves, small
spaces/shadows, and vegetation topography are all spatially
resolved to some degree, which results in a spectral variability
that is evident in the plots. What is also visible is the crop “row”
structure of the field. These are the visible lines running from the
azimuth angle approximately parallel to the vector that would go
from 150°-330°. These crop rows create a canopy topography,
which results in a structure where some leaves are oriented more
toward the camera, some away (plus shadowing), producing
both a bright and dark edge on either side of the row. Even
at the coarser spatial resolution, the crop row features are still
visible within the data, particularly the reflectance difference
data (center plot of Fig. 9).

A second analysis is to review Figs. 9—13. These data show
the same plots as previously discussed for the Red-Edge band
analysis, but are for the other MicaSense camera spectral bands
at orthoimage resolutions of 1 m and DSM resolutions at 1 m.
Each of the spectral bands shows the same overall pattern with
the strong backscatter in the principal plane and good fit to the
modified Walthall model. The worst performing band is the NIR
data. Further analysis of Fig. 10 shows some spectral outliers,
particularly in the center plot (reflectance difference) and right
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Fig. 14. Red-Edge band from Vertical Soybean AOI 2. Spatial resolution of
the imagery was 5 cm. Spatial resolution of the DSM was 20 cm. The left image
shows the view zenith and view azimuth spatial distribution of the BRDF data.
The center image shows relative reflectance variance from the perspective of the
solar principal plane. The right image shows the relative reflectance variance
orthogonal to the solar principal plane. Note the right image shows that the
BRDF data did not have the zenith range necessary to completely model the
hotspot.

Fig. 15. Red-Edge band from Vertical Soybean AOI 2. Spatial resolution of
the imagery was 1 m. Spatial resolution of the DSM was 1 m. A description of
the left, center, and right images is provided in the caption of Fig. 14. Note the
reduction reflectance variance when compared to Fig. 14.

Fig. 16. Red-Edge band from Senesced Soybean AOI 1. Spatial resolution of
the imagery was 5 cm. Spatial resolution of the DSM was 20 cm. A description
of the left, center, and right images is provided in the caption of Fig. 14.

plot (rms distribution). In several areas, the BRDF data extracted
from the imagery are greater than 10% reflectance more than
was predicted by the modified Walthall model (the bright red
in these plots). Tracking the source of these data showed that
they were from the upper left of the NIR image plane, which
likely resulted from an incorrect or out-of-calibration parameter
provided via the EXIF header and used within the reflectance
calibration step. Verification and/or recalibration will be taking
place with the vendor, and the results will be shared in future
communications. The reflectance, reflectance difference, and
rms distribution plots for the Sensed Soybeans were very similar
to the turgid soybeans discussed above.

Another useful analysis is to view the BRDF signature data in
a format conducive to understanding the overall structure with
the corresponding best fit of the Walthall model. Figs. 14-17
show two sets of data in this format. Here, the left plot for each
figure shows a “top-down” view similar to what was presented
for Figs. 8—13. The center plot shows a perspective from the
solar principal plane from the forward scattering position (180°)
to the backscatter position (0°). The right plot shows the data
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Fig. 17. Red-Edge band from Senesced Soybean AOI 1. Spatial resolution of
the imagery was 1 m. Spatial resolution of the DSM was 1 m. A description of
the left, center, and right images is provided in the caption of Fig. 14. Note the
reduction reflectance variance when compared to Fig. 16.

from a view orthogonal to the solar principal plane. In all plots,
the BRDF data extracted from the imagery are red dots, the blue
dots are the representative model using the coefficients generated
from the best Walthall fit for that set of data, and the green
dots are where image-extracted BRDF data would intersect the
Walthall surface. What also can be seen in the right images in
Figs. 14—17 is that the BRDF data do not have the view zenith
range to completely capture the hotspot. With the September 27
collection date and the time of collection, the solar zenith angle
was 50°, whereas as noted earlier the maximum view zenith
obtained was 45°.

Figs. 14 and 15 show these data for the Red-Edge band from
the Vertical Soybean 2 AOI for the 5 cm/20 cm pair and the
1 m/1 m pair. Perhaps the most revealing graphic is the right
plot in both these figures that show the data orthogonal to the
principal plane. The right plot of the 5 cm/20 cm data (red points)
in Fig. 14 shows an overall good fit to the modeled data (in blue)
despite the large variance. The right plot of Fig. 15 shows the
1 m/1 m data from the orthogonal view. The overall shape of
the 1 m/I m data matches the 5 cm/ 20 cm in Fig. 14, but has
much less variance, so the match to the Walthall model is more
easily seen. Also of interest is the center plot from Fig. 15. With
the reduced variance in the 1 m/1 m data, it is possible to see
the model structure perpendicular to the principal plane in both
the extracted and modeled data. Figs. 16 and 17 show the same
visual products for the Red-Edge band except for the Senesced
Soybean AOI 1. These figures show that the extracted BRDF
signatures generally match those collected from goniometer
systems like PARABOLOA and FIGOS (e.g., Sandmeier et al.)
when considering the difference in the plot aspect ratio and
vertical exaggeration.

Table II displays the coefficients generated by the pipeline
for all the perturbations of the AOIs, ortho and DSM resolution,
and spectral band of the MicaSense camera. Two significant
digits have been shown for convenience only. A more complete
error analysis similar to what is described by Mamaghani and
Salvaggio would be necessary to determine the appropriate
significant digits and error bounds. This would be a focus of
additional communications.

The most obvious and expected pattern that can be seen in
Table I1is the correlation between spatial resolution of the BRDF
extracted data that was modeled and rms difference to the opti-
mal model. As the spatial resolution is reduced (more coarse),
the corresponding rms is also reduced. This was visually evident
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in the previous figures, especially those showing the orthogonal
view of the extracted and modeled data (see Figs. 14—17).

The coefficient values are generally stable with changing
resolution and between AOIs of the same cover type. Only a very
few coefficients show a sizeable change. The largest was the X2
coefficient for the Senseced Soybean 1 AOI. Here the coefficient
changed from —5.90 to —0.09 between the 1 and 2 m resolution
runs. The root of this difference has yet to be determined.

V. DISCUSSION

An important aspect of the modular BRDF signature extrac-
tion demonstrated is the applicability to other sensors. While
this effort focused on the MicaSense Red-Edge camera, any in-
strument where a per-pixel radiance calibration can be generated
should be supported by this pipeline. Even if all required data
are not directly provided by the sensor manufacturer, methods
to obtain radiance/reflectance calibration can be developed if
suitable laboratory instruments are available (e.g., an integrating
sphere, spectral radiometers, light meters) [S1]. With the ability
to obtain radiance units, generating reflectance can proceed us-
ing additional calibration information or in situ approaches like
an empirical line method using field-placed panels or exploiting
spectral pseudoinvariant features.

This effort was focused on soybean data in two different
phases of the growth cycle on a single day. The collection,
processing, and analysis approach used in this study should be
easily extendable to other natural and man-made cover types.
Understanding the temporal functionality would be beneficial,
as the coefficients for the model used could be studied and
correlated to physical parameters over time. While only a single
model was explored in detail (modified Walthall) to demonstrate
the processing pipeline, it would not be a large effort to support
any model that is based upon the geometric collection parame-
ters. Although not reported in this document, multiple additional
models to include those noted in the introduction have been
coded and will be the source of additional communications.

Also of note is that data collected for this effort only extends
to a view zenith of approximately 45°. Because of this limited
zenith range, the entire hotspot structure was not resolved, only
the slope leading to the peak. To generate data with a larger
zenith range from a UAS system, a gimbal could be introduced
to supplement the wide FOV produced from these short-focal
length sensors.

The results from one or more of the BRDF models would
be a natural complement to purely spectral indices to include
standard measurements such as NDVI and standard vegetation
index (SVI). Where NDVI and SVI are traditionally thought
of as nadir-based measurements, adding the geometric-based
data that generates the BRDF model coefficients would add a
depth/dimensionality to a dataset that may allow for the extrac-
tion of additional information.

Noting the stablilty of the coefficients generated across the
resolutions for the same cover type, there is the potential for this
information to be used within a classification or discrimination
strategy. While considerably more data collection, analysis,
modeling, and verification needs to be conducted, coefficients
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related to BRDF model parameters should be usable in this
approach. Even with an empirically based approach such as
the modified Walthall model, the coefficients are related to
the feature canopy and structural components. Models derived
from first principal physics and morphology should generate
parameter coefficients that are directly related to spectral and
geometric traits.

An important next step will be to establish if the MicaSense
Red-Edge instrument used for this study provides repeatable
radiance measurements via the supplied reflectance calibration
parameters. Additional experiments are under design that will
place known spectral targets throughout an AOI to verify the
stability of the spectral and directional reflectance signatures.
These experiments would include additional collections over
the Upper Shirley site over a complete growing season. Data
collected would not only include the soybean fields reported
here but the hay-grass fields and vineyards as well.

Additional sensors and capabilities, particularly those that
can be easily integrated to existing sUAS platforms, should be
supported by the processing pipeline described in this article. A
planned and straightforward addition would be to integrate the
MicaSense MX-Blue to the senseFly eBee. This addition would
provide ten spectral bands from 444 to 842 nm at bandwidths
corresponding to the Sentinel 2 and Landsat 8 satellite systems.

A last and important step would be to rigorously integrate
a properly calibrated downwelling irradiance sensor into the
processing pipeline. When available, a fully supported and cali-
brated DLS2 would allow radiance, reflectance, and BRDF mea-
surements to be extracted from the MicaSense sensors across a
broader range of atmospheric and lighting conditions. The sensor
would provide real-time snapshot of the solar conditions during
the exact sensor exposures and would supplement the established
reflectance calibration panel approach currently in use.

VI. CONCLUSION

A miniaturized multispectral sensor mounted on a UAS plat-
form was successfully used to generate BRDF data via a modular
processing pipeline. Soybean data represented by two varietals
possessing different morphological conditions were collected
and processed into reflectance units and fit to an empirical BRDF
model. A version of the modified Walthall model was used to
fit coefficients across cover type and spatial resolution. Results
showed that while the rms fit to the dataset was inversely propor-
tional to the spatial resolution of the image and DSM sources,
the model coefficients were stable. This observation is important
in both crop and ecological vegetation assessment where data
must be normalized (ex. across a growing season) for quick and
accurate characterization [52]. In the case of ecological analysis
of vegetation, lower resolution data is often more valuable than
high-resolution datasets to characterize ecotones and zonation.
Since both chemical and morphological components are impor-
tant diagnostic features of vegetation evaluations, chlorophyll
(ex. greenness index) and structural indices such as NDVI would
benefit from rigorous radiometric correction procedures that
provide the most accurate representation of growing conditions.
The interplay of the geometry of the AOI, Sun angle, viewing
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orientation, and shadow is best addressed by applying the cor-
rection terms afforded by a BRDF workflow in the correction of
multispectral UAS imagery.

Our results indicate that BRDF parameter data, in conjunction
with more traditional spectral and ratio-based analytical indices,
could provide important dimensionality in both classification
and land-cover assessment applications critical to more accurate
temporal vegetation assessment.
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