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Abstract: Classification of mangrove species using satellite images is important for investigating the
spatial distribution of mangroves at community and species levels on local, regional and global scales.
Hence, studies of mangrove deforestation and reforestation are imperative to support the conservation
of mangrove forests. However, accurate discrimination of mangrove species remains challenging due to
many factors such as data resolution, species number and spectral confusion between species. In this
study, three different combinations of datasets were designed from Worldview-3 and Radarsat-2 data to
classify four mangrove species, Kandelia obovate (KO), Avicennia marina (AM), Acanthus ilicifolius (AI) and
Aegiceras corniculatum (AC). Then, the Rotation Forest (RoF) method was employed to classify the four
mangrove species. Results indicated the benefits of dual polarimetric SAR data with an improvement
of accuracy by 2–3%, which can be useful for more accurate large-scale mapping of mangrove species.
Moreover, the difficulty of classifying different mangrove species, in order of increasing difficulty,
was identified as KO < AM < AI < AC. Dual polarimetric SAR data are recognized to improve the
classification of AI and AC species. Although this improvement is not remarkable, it is consistent
for all three methods. The improvement can be particularly important for large-scale mapping of
mangrove forest at the species level. These findings also provide useful guidance for future studies
using multi-source satellite data for mangrove monitoring and conservation.
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1. Introduction

Mangrove forests comprise one of the most productive and important planetary ecosystems because
of their ecological, biological and socioeconomic significance [1–3]. They provide important ecological
services including: (1) shoreline stabilization to reduce the impacts of natural disasters; (2) habitat
provision for invertebrates, fish and other coastal wildlife; and (3) carbon sequestration for the ocean [1].
However, mangrove forest cover has decreased dramatically during the past century due to various
human activities such as urbanization, agriculture conversion and tourism [1,2]. Monitoring the spatial
distribution of mangrove forests is imperative to understand their vegetation dynamics better, such as
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succession, deforestation, stand density and health conditions, as well as further understanding the
ecological services they provide [1,2,4,5]. Conventionally, a number of approaches has been proposed to
monitor and analyze mangrove forests using remote sensing data from various data sources at different
spatial, spectral and temporal resolutions. Regarding the remote sensing data sources, most previous
studies can be grouped into two main categories, those employing optical data (e.g., multispectral and
hyperspectral data) and those using Synthetic Aperture Radar (SAR) data (single- and multi-polarimetric
data). High resolution satellite data have been used for discrimination of mangrove species [6–11],
since they contained rich textural information allowing identification of various species. Hyperspectral
satellite data were also intensively employed for mangrove species discrimination [12–14]. Additionally,
coarser resolution satellite data were applied to map the spatial dynamics of mangrove forests using
mixed analysis and object-oriented approaches [1,4,5,15–17]. Additionally, SAR satellite data have
been increasingly used to study mangroves since longer wavelength (e.g., C and L bands) active
microwave signals are sensitive to the surface and vertical structures and, hence, biomass of mangrove
forests. Different frequencies (C-/L-/P-band) of microwave radar have also been used to examine
different mangrove species (Laguncularia, Avicennia and Rhizophora) using airborne multi-polarimetric SAR
data [18–22]. The tree density, basal area, tree height, tree DBH and biomass were used to test the responses
from different frequencies of SAR data. With a shorter wavelength and less penetration, the C-band was
found to be more sensitive to crown characteristics, canopy structure and canopy heterogeneity [18–20].
The radiative nature of C-band backscatters was investigated in different vegetation, such as wheat and
burned forests regarding their canopy [23,24]. This radiative nature was also modelled based on the
C-band backscattering with different vegetation, such as the Michigan Microwave Canopy Scattering
(MIMICS) model towards the soybean canopy using Spaceborne Imaging Radar-C (SIR-C) data [25]
and the Water Cloud Model (WCM) based on the boreal forests using ERS-1 data [26]. Polarimetric
data were applied to study mangrove species by analyzing different polarizations in the coast of French
Guiana [19]. Biophysical parameters such as Leaf Area Index (LAI) and biomass were also calculated
from multi-polarimetric ENVISAT and ALOS data to study the health of mangroves [27,28]. In particular,
optical and SAR remote sensing data provide complementary information to each other [29–31], and thus,
their combined use can enhance better accuracy for mangrove monitoring. Both Landsat and Radarsat-1
data were applied to conduct a comprehensive classification over coastal forests in the Brazilian Amazon
Region [32]. Landsat and ENVISAT were also combined together to analyze mangrove conditions [33].
More recently, hyperspectral data were combined with ENVISAT data to map mangrove species in
Hong Kong [34,35]. However, the dual polarimetric SAR data are yet to be investigated to explore their
potentials for mangrove species classification. This study aims to evaluate this potential regarding different
mangrove species (Kandelia obovate, Avicennia marina, Acanthus ilicifolius and Aegiceras corniculatum) using
the rotation forest method, and thus provide a technical reference for studies employing the C-band dual
polarimetric Radarsat-2 data for mangrove monitoring.

2. Study Area, Data and Preprocessing

2.1. Study Site

The Mai Po Marshes Nature Reserve (MPMNR), 22◦29′23.75′′N, 114◦1′42.71′′E, was selected as
the study site for mangrove species discrimination in this study. It is located in the northwestern
part in the New Territories, Hong Kong, bordering on the inner Deep Bay between Shenzhen and
Hong Kong (Figure 1). The Mai Po and inner Deep Bay are listed as a Wetland of International
Importance under the Ramsar Convention, which was the first Ramsar Site Strategy and Management
Plan (RSMP) in Hong Kong [16,35,36]. There are around 350 ha of mangrove forests in the Core Zone
of the MPMNR. The whole wetland is under the influence of a humid subtropical climate with rainy
and cloudy weather throughout the year, which has hindered the applications of any form of optical
satellite remote sensing [16,37]. Additionally, the area is located on the Pearl River Estuary (PRE),
which has been affected by the dramatic urbanization of the Pearl River Delta (PRD) region, which is



Remote Sens. 2018, 10, 467 3 of 15

affected by serious water and air pollution. Moreover, sea level change and temperature increase
as a result of climate change threaten wetlands through sedimentation and erosion in the intertidal
area [36]. To improve the management of the region and enhance the ecological values of the wetland,
the MPMNR is structured into five different zones by the Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation
Department (AFCD), including the Core Zone, Biodiversity Management Zone, Wise Use Zone, Public
Access Zone and Private Land Zone.
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Figure 1. Location of the study site in Hong Kong: (a) map showing its geographical setting in the Pearl
River Estuary (PRE), (b) a fine-scale map of the Mai Po Marshes Nature Reserve (MPMNR), modified
from the government report published by the Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation Department
(AFCD, 2011), and (c) a true color image from Worldview-3 data.

2.2. Field Data

The MPMNR is the biggest mangrove forest in Hong Kong and one of the few extensive mangroves
in southern China [16,38,39]. Among these management zones, the Core Zone was selected as the
major study site where a total of seven mangrove species were reported by the local government [35,36].
However, only four species distributed over a wide area can be identified from satellite images (Figure 2),
including Kandelia obovate (KO), Avicennia marina (AM), Acanthus ilicifolius (AI) and Aegiceras corniculatum
(AC). A set of data was collected by two rounds of field surveys over the MPMNR on 11 July 2013
and 10 November 2015. Since the Core Zone area is strictly protected by the Hong Kong government,
a quadrat survey was not allowed to be used to investigate the biomass of mangroves. Only GPS receivers
and cameras were used to record the field data by marking the species of mangroves during our two
survey rounds. A total of 718 samples were collected for six classes, including Mudflat (MUD), Water
body (WAT) and four mangrove species, namely KO, AM, AI and AC. In particular, the collection time of
field data and satellite data, to be discussed in the next section, had a time difference of about two years.
However, the Core Zone has been highly protected since 1995 [36,40], indicating minimal impacts from
local human activities. Based on previous investigations of the mangrove biomass that demonstrated that
the biomass of local mangrove forests did not change significantly [41,42], we assume that the two-year
difference between the field data and satellite data does not have a significant impact on our study.
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Figure 2. Photos of the four mangrove species given close consideration in the field survey, (a) is Kandelia obovate
(KO), (b) is Avicennia marina (AM), (c) is Acanthus ilicifolius (AI) and (d) is Aegiceras corniculatum (AC).

2.3. Dataset and Preprocessing

Worldview-3 data were employed as the optical data, while the dual polarimetric SAR data from
Radarsat-2 were used as the SAR data to classify the four mangrove species. The Worldview-3 data,
collected on 1 January 2015, have eight multispectral bands at 1.6-m resolution and one panchromatic
band at 0.4-m resolution. To pre-process the eight-band product, a radiometric correction has been
conducted by the data provider DigitalGlobe Corporate (U.S.). Additionally, a calibration was applied
to convert the data into absolute radiance in the units of (uW)/(cm2 × nm × sr), using the metadata
file provided by the data provider. The calibration was conducted by the software ENVI 5.0 with the
metadata file. The Radarsat-2 data used in this study are dual-polarimetric products with HH and HV
polarizations, collected on 8 November 2014. The resolution of geo-referenced Radarsat-2 data is about
8 m. To preprocess the SAR images, basic radiometric correction and calibration processes were conducted,
and thus, the data were transformed to units of dB. Considering the uncertainty of the speckle noises in
SAR images, speckle noises were filtered by the enhanced Lee filter, with a window size of 3 × 3 pixels.
Multi-look techniques were also applied with two looks in the azimuthal direction and one look in
the range direction. There was approximately a two-month difference of the imaging dates between
the Worldview-3 and Radarsat-2 data; however, as they occurred in the same season, we assumed that
there was no significant change of the mangrove forests within this period. Finally, both the optical and
SAR data were geocoded and co-registered using the Universal Transverse Mercator (UTM) projection
(Zone 49N) and Datum World Geodetic System 1984 (WGS84). The detailed parameters of the data are
provided in Table 1. Since the two datasets were of different spatial resolutions, according to our previous
experiences in integrating optical and SAR data [29], the Worldview-3 data were resampled to 8 m as the
Radarsat-2 data.



Remote Sens. 2018, 10, 467 5 of 15

Table 1. Details of the remote sensing data.

Satellite Date Spectral/Polarizations Resolution

Worldview-3 1 January 2015

Coastal: 400–450 nm

1.6 m

Blue: 450–510 nm
Green: 510–580 nm
Yellow: 585–625 nm
Red: 630–690 nm
Red Edge: 705–745 nm

Near Infrared 1: 770–895 nm
Near Infrared 2: 860–1040 nm

Radarsat-2 8 November 2014 HH, HV 8 m

3. Methods

The methodological framework used in this study is illustrated in Figure 3. There are four main
parts: the preprocessing of satellite data, the feature extraction for optical and SAR data, the mangrove
species classification and the accuracy assessment using the field data. The preprocessing of both
optical and SAR data was detailed in Section 2.3, and this section will describe the other three parts of
the methods.
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3.1. Feature Extraction from Optical and Polarimetric SAR Data

Spectral features were extracted from optical data by analyzing the spectral reflectance or digital
numbers for each band based on a single pixel. Spectral features are often based on some of the
important bands that characterize the features of one land cover type, such as vegetation, water or soil.
In this study, the Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) and Normalized Difference Water
Index (NDWI) were employed as the spectral features for optical data [43,44]. There are two different
ways of calculating NDVI and NDWI, corresponding to the standard band NIR1 (772–890 nm) and the
additional band NIR2 (866–954 nm) in Worldview-3 data.
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Textural features are often beneficial as land targets in high spatial resolution images, as they
provide rich spatial details. In this study, as shown in Figure 3, texture features were extracted
from both optical and SAR data. Generally, there are numerous textural measurement approaches
performed in other studies, while the Grey Level Co-occurrence Matrix (GLCM) approach [45] has
been widely employed and proven to be helpful in many study cases. One typical issue when applying
GLCM analysis is the determination of the window size to calculate the co-occurrence matrix and
the texture-related parameters of the intended target. Since the aim of this study is to evaluate the
potential of polarimetric features from SAR data and the complementation between optical and SAR
data for mangrove species mapping, we did not apply a comprehensive analysis of the optimization of
these GLCM parameters. Empirically, we applied a 3-by-3 window to calculate the GLCM, and eight
texture measures based on GLCM were employed, including mean value, variance, homogeneity,
contrast, dissimilarity, entropy, angular second moment and correlation.

In polarimetric SAR data, the size and shape of mangrove leaves differ from one species to another,
while the height and density of mangrove stands also differ among species. These mangrove tree
features may lead to different scattering mechanisms, which are reflected in the polarimetric features.
Various scattering types can be characterized from different decomposition components, including the
surface scattering, volume scattering and double bounce scattering. In general, dual polarimetric SAR
data can be represented in the form of a scattering matrix (S), which can be further transformed into
a coherency matrix (T). Polarimetric features can be extracted from the polarimetric SAR data based on
the decomposition of the covariance matrix or coherency matrix by applying various decomposition
methods. It should be noted that the polarimetric decomposition was applied before the SAR data
were geocoded, while the texture features were extracted after the geocoding and the co-registration,
as shown in Figure 3.

T =

[
〈SHHS∗HH〉

〈
SHHS∗HV

〉
〈SHVS∗HH〉

〈
SHVS∗HV

〉 ] (1)

In this study, the alpha-entropy decomposition based on the Cloude–Pottier decomposition
approach has been widely applied to classify polarimetric SAR data [46,47]. The alpha, entropy (H)
and anisotropy (A) are calculated based on the eigenvalues (λ1 and λ2) and eigenvectors of coherency
matrix T (Equations (2) and (3)) and are able to reflect the scattering information and the complexity of
land surfaces.

Alpha = α(P1 − P2) + P2
π

2
(2)

H = P1 log2 P1 + P2 log2 P2 (3)

A =
λ1 − λ2

λ1 + λ2
(4)

3.2. Mangrove Species Classification Using Rotation Forest

Rotation Forest (RoF) is an ensemble machine learning method based on a base decision tree classifier
by randomly splitting the samples into K subsets, and Principal Component Analysis (PCA) is applied
to each of the subsets for feature extraction [48]. RoF has been applied to the classification of remote
sensing images [49]. The detailed technical steps to build up an RoF can be found in [48,49]. In this
study, the Classification And Regression Tree (CART) method was selected as the base classifier. Typically,
two key parameters need to be set to achieve good performance of RoF, the number of subsets, K, and the
percentage of information used for building up the classifier after the transformation of PCA. In this
study, K was set to be 30 by empirically testing a series of different values from 10–50. The percentage of
preserved information after PCA was set to 75% according to the recommendation in [49], where it was
reported that too small of a percentage value cannot maintain the useful information while too large of
a percentage value cannot yield an obvious improvement of RoF.

In order to evaluate the impacts of these new methods on the mangrove species classification, another
two advanced machine learning methodologies, Support Vector Machine (SVM) [50] and Random Forest
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(RF) [51] were comparatively employed to carry out the classification. Both SVM and RF were set with
optimized parameters based on previous studies. For instance, for the SVM method, the Radial Basis
Function (RBF) was used as the kernel function. Additionally, there are two key parameters that can
influence the performance of SVM, the gamma (G) in RBF and the penalty (C) during the identification of
support vectors. In this study, the optimal G and C were chosen using an empirical grid-search method
that was previously used in our research [52]. Moreover, a one-against-rest strategy was employed to
implement the multi-class SVM [53]. For the RF method, the performance depends on two key parameters,
the number of decision trees (T) and the number of variables/features (m), to determine the decision rules
at each node. In our previous study, we analyzed the optimal setting of T and m by combining optical
and SAR data. This study followed the recommendation that T should be bigger than 20 and m should be
determined by Equation (5), where M is the total number of features for each sample [37]. In particular,
RoF is different from RF in its technical details, although both of them construct a set of decision trees to
form a forest with a certain process of randomness. First, RoF applies PCA on each subset of samples for
feature extraction, while RF applies random selection of features instead of feature extraction. Second,
RoF adopts CART to construct the decision trees, while RF uses a different tree construction method
from CART.

m =
√

M + 1 (5)

3.3. Validation and Accuracy Assessment

Result validation was applied to the four mangroves species using the reference samples described
in Section 2.2. Since a supervised classification approach was applied, the reference samples were
separated into two parts; model calibration and results validation, with 80% for training and 20% for
testing. The detailed distribution of all samples among different classes is shown in Table 2. Compared
to mangrove species identification, water and mudflat designations were much easier to classify.
Therefore, the accuracy would be higher than that using six classes. To represent the accuracy of the
classification, the most commonly-used technique is a Confusion Matrix (CM), which is utilized to
look into the class confusion between various mangrove species. Two CM-based accuracy indices,
the overall accuracy and the kappa coefficient, were calculated. Moreover, since the two decision
tree-based methods, RF and RoF, have technical features, a 10-fold cross-validation was performed,
and the Student’s t-test was used to evaluate the significance of classification accuracy from RF and
RoF, to assess the contribution of using RoF in this study.

Table 2. Details of the training and testing samples. MUD, mudflat.

Class Training (Samples) Testing (Samples) Total (Samples)

KO 80 20 100
AM 114 29 143
AI 97 25 122
AC 52 14 66

MUD 105 27 132
WATER 124 31 155

Total 572 146 718

4. Results

4.1. Mangrove Species Classification

The Worldview 3 and Radarsat-2 data were designed in three different groups: (1) original eight-band
Worldview 3 data (WV3), (2) original Worldview 3 data and its related spectral and textural Features
(WV3F) and (3) WV3F and the polarimetric features described in Section 2 from the Radarsat-2 data
(WV3FRS2), using three different machine learning methods, SVM, RF and RoF. Figure 4 compares the
mangrove species classification results from different datasets and methods.
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and all related Features (WV3F); (c,f,i) for all the Worldview 3 data, related features and the polarimetric
features from Radarsat 2 data (WV3FRS2). WAT denotes Water body and BKG denotes background.

A set of observations is summarized in Figure 4. SVM performed the worst among the three methods,
with a notable underestimation of the AC species in all three datasets. When using only the Worldview
data (Figure 4a), the AC species cannot be separated from KO and AM. The RoF method obtained the
best results for every dataset. Additionally, RF demonstrated moderate performance among the three
methods, though some overestimation of AC can be observed from Figure 4e,f. Finally, when using only
the WV3 data, the AC species was generally underestimated, and some of the sea water was incorrectly
classified as MUD when using RF and RoF. With the additional use of features from WV3, i.e., WV3F,
this incorrect MUD was removed when using RoF. However, the advantage from further use of dual
polarimetric data cannot be easily recognized from Figure 4. Therefore, a quantitative assessment of the
classification was provided in the Section 4.2.

4.2. Accuracy Assessment of the Classification

The overall accuracy and kappa coefficient based on the CM were calculated and are compared
in Figure 5. Consistent with the results highlighted in Figure 4, the lowest accuracy came from SVM,
while the highest accuracy was from RoF. This is also consistent with the datasets of WV3F and
WV3FRS2. For the dataset WV3, RF performed the best. Furthermore, both the overall accuracy
and kappa coefficient demonstrated the advantages of the use of features from WV3 and dual
polarimetric SAR data, with accuracies of WV3 < WV3F < WV3FRS2. This observation indicated
that dual polarimetric SAR data were able to compensate optical data to improve the classification of
mangrove species, using different machine learning methods.
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For more details about the accuracy assessment, the confusion matrix for all classifications is provided
in Table 3, corresponding to the results in Figures 4 and 5. It is consistent that misclassifications of the
mangrove species AI and AC were obvious using only the WV3 data for all methods. This misclassification
was improved substantially by adding the features from the WV3 data and was further improved after
adding the Radarsat-2 images. The highest accuracy was obtained from RoF using the WV3FRS2 dataset,
with an overall accuracy of 85.23% and a kappa value of 0.7955.

Table 3. Confusion matrix for mangrove species classifications (in pixels).

Reference WV3 WV3F WV3FRS2

Classified KO AM AI AC KO AM AI AC KO AM AI AC

SVM

KO 17 3 0 0 18 0 0 0 17 0 0 0
AM 3 19 12 5 2 26 3 6 3 26 2 6
AI 0 7 13 9 0 3 19 3 0 3 20 1
AC 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 5 0 0 3 7

OA: 55.68%; kappa: 0.3746 OA: 77.27%; kappa: 0.6842 OA: 79.55%; kappa: 0.7167

RF

KO 17 3 0 0 18 0 0 0 19 0 0 0
AM 3 20 9 1 2 27 4 3 1 27 4 3
AI 0 3 13 5 0 2 20 3 0 2 20 3
AC 0 3 3 8 0 0 1 8 0 0 1 8

OA: 65.91%; kappa: 0.5341 OA: 82.95%; kappa: 0.7638 OA: 84.09%; kappa: 0.7799

RoF

KO 18 1 0 1 18 0 0 0 19 0 0 0
AM 2 20 8 3 2 27 3 3 1 28 4 3
AI 0 4 13 6 0 2 21 4 0 1 20 3
AC 0 4 3 4 0 0 1 7 0 0 1 8

OA: 63.22%; kappa: 0.4944 OA: 82.95%; kappa: 0.7635 OA: 85.23%; kappa: 0.7955

In order to further investigate the complementary information from dual polarimetric SAR data
regarding different mangrove species, the producer’s and user’s accuracy of the classification [54,55]
using different datasets and different methods are shown in Figure 6. The producer’s and user’s
accuracy indicated that KO and AM species were easier to identify compared with other species.
All three different datasets can obtain adequate accuracy for KO and AM species. KO and AM are often
taller than AI and AC in the MPMNR mangrove forest, which can be reflected in the reflectance and
texture in the WV3 data. However, AI and AC were not identified as easily, especially when using only
the WV3 data, where the SVM method was not able to classify AC species. This can also be observed
in Figure 4. With the addition of texture and spectral features from the WV3 data, the producer’s
accuracy and user’s accuracy for AI and AC were noticeably increased. Furthermore, by combining
the dual polarimetric data, the producer’s accuracy of AC was increased. Generally, an order of species
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can be concluded from Figure 6, that is KO < AM < AI < AC, with increasing difficulty of identification
from satellite data in this study.
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5. Discussion

5.1. Contributions from the Dual Polarimetric SAR Data

Mangrove forests comprise one of the most productive and important ecosystems because they
provide important ecological services for shoreline stabilization, habitat provision for invertebrates,
fish and other coastal wildlife and carbon sequestration for the ocean. Monitoring the spatial distribution
of mangrove forests from remote sensing is imperative to better understand their ecological services,
while accurate assessment of the mangroves’ distribution remains challenging, especially at the species
level. This study assessed the complementary role of SAR data towards optical data for the improvement
of mangrove classification. The overall accuracy was improved from 63.22% (WV3) to 82.95% (WV3F)
and 85.23% (WV3FRS2), while the kappa coefficient improved from 0.4944 (WV3) to 0.7635 (WV3F)
and 0.7955 (WV3FRS2). Although the improvement may be small (about 3%), it may be important for
more efficient large-scale monitoring of mangrove forest. In terms of overall accuracy, for an area of
350 ha of mangroves (the case in this study), a 3% improvement can be 7–10.5 ha from incorrect mapping
to correct mapping. If the mangrove forest reaches 10,000 ha, this corrected area can be up to 300 ha.
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This improvement can be further explained from the producer’s and user’s accuracies over different
species, showing that dual polarimetric SAR data mainly contributed to the identification of AI and AC
species. Generally, different mangrove species have high spectral confusions in their optical reflectance,
leading to the difficulty of accurate classification using optical data alone. However, SAR is sensitive to
the geometric properties of different species, including tree height, shape and size of leaves and shape
and size of the canopy. For instance, KO is often among the tallest trees in the mangrove community,
while AI often locates at the bottom layer. AM and AC appears similar in their size and shape of the leaves.
All these geometric properties can be easier reflected in SAR data and thus compensate the classification
of different species. Regarding the backscattering mechanism, the dominant scattering of microwave
(e.g., C-band in this study) depends greatly on the mangrove height and biomass, which have been
reported to vary significantly among different mangrove species [20,22,41,42]. For instance, the biomass
of KO is much higher than AM, while the biomass of AC is higher than KO in the study area [41,42],
which can be reflected in the backscattering coefficient of the dual-polarization C-band SAR data.

5.2. Factors Affecting Accuracy Assessment

Due to the mangrove forest conservation policy of the local government, reference data collection
is often limited, and thus, large amounts of reference data are difficult to collect. Consequently, small
sample sizes of reference samples are typical [16,35,56,57]. In this study, only 718 samples were collected
over the MPMNR, among which 80% were used for training the classifiers and 20% for validation and
accuracy assessment (see Table 2). The small size of mangrove species samples of field data in MPMNR
using remote sensing was also reported in previous literature [16,35]. However, this small sample size
may decrease the reliability of the accuracy assessment from a statistical point of view. In this study,
the classification results derived from the combined SAR and optical data (WV3FRS2) using RF and
RoF are noticeably better than the results from other data combinations with all three methods (Table 3).
However, the accuracy from WV3FRS2 and RF (OA: 84.09%; kappa: 0.7799) and the accuracy from
WV3FRS2 and RoF (OA: 85.23%; kappa: 0.7955) are close, indicating a possible small improvement
from using RoF compared with RF. In order to assess the significance of this improvement, we further
conducted a 10-fold cross-validation classification of WV3FRS2 data using RoF and RF (Table 4). The OA
of RF varied from 76.74–88.37% with a mean of 82.36%, while the OA using RoF varied from 76.74–90.70%
with a mean of 85.61%. The kappa coefficient from RF varied from 0.6747–0.8404 with a mean of 0.7567,
while the kappa value from RoF from 0.6866–0.8720 with a mean of 0.8021. The standard deviation of
OA from RoF is less than that from RF, indicating that RoF is more stable. Furthermore, a Student’s t-test
was applied to the OA and kappa coefficient. The t-value is 0.0096 for the OA values and 0.0087 for the
kappa values between RF and RoF, indicating that the accuracies from these two methods are significantly
different, and thus, the improvement of RoF over RF is significant.

Table 4. Statistics of accuracy assessment from a 10-fold cross-validation using RF and RoF.

WV3FRS2 Minimum Maximum Mean Standard Deviation

RF
OA 76.74% 88.37% 82.36% 4.69

Kappa 0.6747 0.8404 0.7567 0.06

RoF
OA 76.74% 90.70% 85.61% 4.38

Kappa 0.6866 0.8720 0.8021 0.06

5.3. Comments about Datasets and Methods

In this study, the potential benefits of combining SAR and optical data for improving mangrove
species classification in this manuscript were investigated. There are two main practical reasons. First,
regarding the SAR datasets, only dual polarimetric SAR data were used. Fully-polarimetric SAR
data could have provided much more backscattering features of different species, but the majority of
currently-available SAR data, such as the free-access Sentinel-1 data, are dual polarimetric. Investigating
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the dual polarimetric SAR data can also be useful for practical use, especially for those cases with only
free-access SAR data. With the increasing availability of SAR data free to the public (e.g., Sentinel 1
and ALOS), a large amount of SAR data at different resolutions is ready to be used covering the whole
Earth’s surface. Thus, it is practical to support operational mangrove forest monitoring efforts. Moreover,
the processing and computation of such big SAR data are also being constantly improved with a rapid
development of various machine learning techniques (e.g., deep learning). Therefore, the cost of adding
SAR data as an additional dataset is not very high for mangrove species classification and is worth the
effort even for the small improvements in accuracy found here. Considering the benefits derived from
increasing accuracy, it should be useful to add polarimetric SAR data to compensate optical data for
improving species classification of mangroves.

Second, regarding the methodology, there are many promising methods that still have not been
applied to mangrove species classification from a combined dataset of multi-source remote sensing
data. However, it is a gradual procedure to test and validate the new and advanced methods to
improve the species classification step by step. In this paper, the Rotation Forest (RoF) method is
employed, as we hypothesized that it can be more useful than the frequently-used Random Forest
(RF). Specifically, three typical methods were compared: SVM, RF and RoF. Although SVM has been
one of the most popular classifiers with wide applications, it did not demonstrate good performance
compared with RF and RoF. This may be caused by the high confusion among different mangrove
species, leading to difficulty in learning the support vectors. However, RF and RoF were based on the
ensemble of decision trees, which can be made more robust for non-linear and highly confused classes.
Furthermore, different classifiers performed differently over the species. For instance, as observed
from the experiments, RoF is more useful for identifying KO and AM species, while RF is more helpful
for classifying AC species. Therefore, it would be useful to further investigate the advantages and
disadvantages of each classifier over different mangrove species.

6. Conclusions

Discrimination of mangrove species using satellite remote sensing is challenging due to factors such
as spatial resolution, species number and spectral confusion between species. This study investigated the
potential of the Worldview-3 with an eight-band product and Radarsat-2 with a dual-polarimetric SAR
product for mangrove species classification. Three different combinations of datasets were designed, including
WV3, WV3F and WV3FRS2. Then, RoF was applied to classify the four mangrove species. Experiments
indicated the effectiveness of different datasets with an increasing accuracy as WV3 < WV3F < WV3FRS2,
showing the benefits of dual polarimetric SAR data. Additionally, the difficulty of classifying different
mangrove species was also identified as KO < AM < AI < AC, in order of increasing difficulty. Dual
polarimetric SAR data were recognized to improve the classification of AI and AC species. Moreover,
RoF turned out to be more suitable than SVM and RF. Although this improvement is not remarkable,
the improvement is consistent for all three methods. Furthermore, a 10-fold cross-validation with a Student’s
t-test was performed and indicated that the improvement of using RoF is statistically significant compared
with RF. The improvement can be particularly important for large-scale mapping of mangrove forest at the
species level. These findings also provide useful references for future studies using multi-source satellite data
for mangrove monitoring and conservation.
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