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Abstract: Individual Tree Detection (ITD) algorithms that use Airborne Laser Scanning (ALS) data can
provide accurate tree locations and measurements of tree-level attributes that are required for stand-
to-landscape scale forest inventory and supply chain management. While numerous ITD algorithms
exist, few have been assessed for accuracy in stands with complex forest structure and composition,
limiting their utility for operational application. In this study, we conduct a preliminary assessment
of the ability of the ForestView® algorithm created by Northwest Management Incorporated to detect
individual trees, classify tree species, live/dead status, canopy position, and estimate height and
diameter at breast height (DBH) in a mixed coniferous forest with an average tree density of 543
(s.d. £387) trees/hectare. ITD accuracy was high in stands with lower canopy cover (recall: 0.67,
precision: 0.8) and lower in stands with higher canopy cover (recall: 0.36, precision: 0.67), mainly
owing to omission of suppressed trees that were not detected under the dominant tree canopy.
Tree species that were well-represented within the study area had high classification accuracies
(producer’s/user’s accuracies > ~60%). The similarity between the ALS estimated and observed tree
attributes was high, with no statistical difference in the ALS estimated height and DBH distributions
and the field observed height and DBH distributions. RMSEs for tree-level height and DBH were
0.69 m and 7.2 cm, respectively. Overall, this algorithm appears comparable to other ITD and
measurement algorithms, but quantitative analyses using benchmark datasets in other forest types
and cross-comparisons with other ITD algorithms are needed.

Keywords: airborne laser scanning; individual tree detection; individual tree inventory; LiDAR

1. Introduction

Sustainable forest inventory and supply chain management relies on accurate and
up-to-date information that describes the dynamic changes in composition, structure, and
health of forest stands. This data is essential to accurately forecast growth and yield
over large areas and where field inventory access is limited due to natural hazards or
topography [1,2]. While on-the-ground field inventory has been the standard source of
this information, remote sensing technologies such as airborne scanning Light Detection
and Ranging (LiDAR), also referred to as Airborne Laser Scanning (ALS), can gather
three-dimensional forest structural data over larger areas at a lower cost [3]. The three-
dimensional mapping and laser return intensity information that ALS provides has since
the mid 2000’s been demonstrated to enable precision forestry, or the ability to accurately
identify and model tree-level attributes (e.g., live/dead status, height, stem diameter, age)
needed for forest management decision making [1,2,4-8]. However, many challenges
remain in tree-level data acquisition, including the difficulty of identifying individual trees
and tree species in forests with complex composition and structure [9,10].

Individual Tree Detection (ITD), species determination, and measurement of struc-
tural attributes using ALS approaches have been long sought-after goals in precision
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forestry [11,12]. In operational forestry the majority of allometric relations used to model
aboveground biomass, carbon stocks, and merchantable yield rely on diameter at breast
height (DBH) and maximum tree heights [13], with limited studies only using maximum
tree heights [14]. Multiple ITD algorithms have been developed with varying degrees of
success. Many of the early methods focused on the semi-automatic detection of individual
crown structural attributes such as maximum tree heights and diameters of individual tree
crowns [12,15-17], while other studies focused on modelling canopy and stand attributes
such as basal area and aboveground biomass [17,18]. These early studies exhibited chal-
lenges with operating under canopy closures exceeding 50% [9,19], not identifying small
trees [17] and inferring biometrically important attributes such as DBH [19,20]. Although
the accurate identification of individual tree species has always been considered the "holy
grail’ in forestry remote sensing [21], most studies that have reported success incorporated
both structural ALS and spectral datasets [22-26] or used ‘multi-spectral” ALS datasets [27].
However, the integration or fusion of multiple remote sensing datasets brings with it a
higher computational and analysis burden, likely limiting broad application by forestry
land management writ large that may not have access to the necessary equipment or
expertise; leading many to rely on proprietary ‘black-box” products.

ITD approaches have included a wide array of semi-automatic and automatic meth-
ods and are described in multiple reviews [4,28-31]. These ITD methods have included
using 2-dimensional wavelet analysis to detect tree locations, heights, and crown
widths [9,12,16,19,32-34], detection of tree heights associated with a local height maxima
and then using valley forming or region growing to delineate the crowns [35-37], associat-
ing tree crowns with clusters and a local density maximum [38], assessment of canopy cover
and aggregates of crowns using object-oriented and geographic object-based image analysis
methods [12,39], and using machine learning for characterizing the structural and species
information of individual trees [40-42]. Although most approaches are focused on ITD, this
information is often ultimately used within tree lists to describe distributions at stand or
regional scales for use in forest growth and yield prediction software [7,17]. Although the
lack of identification of small trees may not represent a significant quantity of instantaneous
stand aboveground biomass or carbon [21], studies have sought their inclusion given their
importance to the understanding of habitats and stand ingrowth [43]. The rate of ingrowth
is critical information that is needed to model long-term forest products supply chain
projections such as stand species composition, forest development, and potential harvest
yield [43,44]. Notably, [17] described that recent studies have sought to approximate the
distribution of these smaller trees through the assumption that the canopies represent a
cluster of trees of varying sizes and not a single dominant tree [45].

Studies have used ALS intensity data to differentiate between different species and
health status (e.g., presence of disease) and leaf-on versus leaf-off conditions as a route
to assess individual species identification [2,46]. Other studies have used repeated ALS
flights to assess relative growth or damage following disturbances [47,48]. Most recently,
unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) and drones have been used to assess similar individual
tree structural attributes as a potential lower cost alternative to ALS [49-52]. However, the
delay that was observed between initial research applications and the widespread use of
ALS in supporting operational forest products supply chains and resource management
suggests that it may take at least a decade for UAV- and drone-based approaches to replace
ALS as the standard approach to acquire these measurements [2,7].

The sustained interest in developing operational ALS methods that accurately assess
individual tree attributes, species, and other important structural parameters has led
to the development of a wide array of commercial and open-source solutions. Many
of the commercial methods are proprietary (i.e., black box) and suffer from a lack of
independent validation and verification [21,53]. However, as described in detail by [54],
although multiple open-source ALS processing tools exist, many ‘free’ tools don’t share the
underlying code (e.g., LAStools, FUSION) and others are dependent on specific operating
systems or run with specific software packages (e.g., LidR [54]). Furthermore, it is likely
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that many small-medium sized forestry landowners will not have the expertise or available
equipment to use these approaches and thus likely remain reliant on the reported accuracies
of proprietary products. Although the adoption of freely available open-source methods is
an idealized outcome, it remains essential for studies to objectively evaluate the different
commercial proprietary approaches to provide end-users with independent and objective
assessments of the suitability and accuracy of these products. Given the methodological
steps of proprietary approaches are generally privileged information that are not shared in
publications or publicly, the optimal approach to assess any method is through comparison
of the derived structural and species metrics with independently analyzed robust field
inventory datasets that can be assumed to represent ‘truth” and capture a range of forest
stand conditions and complexities [55].

The goal of the current study is to conduct a preliminary objective assessment of
one of these commonly applied proprietary approaches: ForestView® that was developed
by Northwest Management Incorporated (NMI, Moscow, Idaho). This method is widely
used by private forestry landowners and has already been applied on approximately
4 million acres in 17 U.S. States and Canada, highlighting the timely need for an objective
validation assessment. In conducting this assessment, the specific questions we sought to
address are:

1. Whatis the ITD accuracy of this methodology and how does it vary with canopy cover?

2. How well does this methodology identify individual tree species, live/dead status,
and canopy position?

3. Are the maximum tree heights and DBH measurements obtained by this proprietary
method statistically equivalent to field measurements?

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

This study was conducted on the University of Idaho Experimental Forest (UIEF), which
is located on the Palouse Range in north-central Idaho, USA (Figure 1). The UIEF is a mixed-
conifer temperate forest and dominant tree species include Pseudotsuga menziesii (Douglas-fir),
Abies grandis (grand fir), Thuja plicata (western redcedar), and Larix occidentalis (western larch).
Other species within the study area include Pinus ponderosa (ponderosa pine), Pinus contorta
(lodgepole pine), Pinus monticola (western white pine), and Picea engelmannii (Engelmann
spruce). The UIEF is actively managed for timber, research, and education purposes, and
consequently has a diverse range of stand structures and composition. The UIEF has been
used to objectively evaluate a variety of prior LIDAR products and algorithms [6,16,47].
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Figure 1. Location of the University of Idaho Experimental Forest study area and field inventory
plots in north-central Idaho.
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2.2. Field Validation Dataset

In summer of 2020, 67 forest inventory plots, each having a 13 m radius and a
0.053-hectare area, were established via a stratified quasi-random sampling designed to
sample the relationship between scanning data and individual tree structure and forest com-
position. This sampling density was chosen to represent the variability in forest structure
and composition from the ALS point clouds. All plot locations were georeferenced using
a Triumph-2 global navigation satellite system (JAVAD, San Jose) and Samsung Galaxy
tablet with a Rover pole. The Triumph-2 is a rugged Bluetooth and WiFi enabled field
mapping unit that enables real-time differential global positioning system recording with
up to 2 GB of storage. All trees >1.5 m in height within the plot radius were stem-mapped
using azimuth and distance from plot center using a Vertex Laser Geo 360 (Haglof, Sweden)
and a 22.8 m forester’s tape. The Vertex Laser Geo 360 has a precision of 0.01 m, with a
nominal accuracy of 0.04 m over a range of 700 m. Trees were measured for height, DBH,
species, live/dead, crown width, crown height, stem taper, age, and canopy position (i.e.,
Dominant, Codominant, Intermediate, Suppressed). The Vertex, foresters’ tape, relaskop,
and flagging to visually locate plot center, were used to collect field measurements and
record them in a spreadsheet application on the Samsung tablets. A summary of tree
measurements at the inventory plots is presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Summary of tree measurements at the validation forest inventory plots.

Metric Minimum Maximum Median Mean SD
Tree Density (trees/ha) 18.8 1846.7 508.8 542.7 386.7
Basal Area (m2/ha) 04 111.6 31.3 31.9 23.0
DBH (cm) 5.1 137.2 19.1 23.2 14.6
Height (m) 6.1 40.9 14 15.9 7.6

2.3. ALS Data and Individual Tree Detection and Measurement Extraction

ALS data were acquired across the study area in the summer of 2019. These data
were collected with a Riegl VQ-1560II sensor mounted in a fixed-wing aircraft and fitted
with a Gryo Stabilized Mount. Elevation of the aircraft was maintained between 1600 and
1900 m above ground level and flight lines alternated orientations while maintaining a
50% flight-line overlap referencing the 58-degree FOV of the sensor. The average pulse
density was 20 pulses per square meter (minimum of 16) with an average of greater than
4 returns per pulse over forested areas. Scanning data were preprocessed to normalize laser
intensity within the Riegl RiIPROCESS software and classified to bare earth, vegetation,
water, buildings, and noise returns before being imported as LAZ files into ForestView®.
Canopy cover for each plot was calculated as the number of ALS first returns above 1.37 m,
divided by the total number of first returns.

Conversations with NMI provided the following information that they agreed to
being included in this publication to help explain how the methodology operates without
revealing proprietary information. The ForestView® system conducts a series of standard
ALS pre-processing steps including development of multiple surface layers including
a digital elevation model, digital surface model, and canopy height model, following
standard approaches [56]. The system uses these layers alongside the original point cloud
to infer structural metrics in a similar manner to other common ITD tools (e.g., [17,54,57]).
ForestView® includes non-ALS data such as roads and property boundaries, in addition
to ALS-derived metrics such as tree heights and canopy metrics, to stratify stands and
units. ForestView® calculates a standard suite of ALS structural variables including heights,
shapes, orientations, LIDAR intensities, and percentage of LiDAR returns broken up by
vertical and horizontal strata and aggregates this data into 1/10th acre raster cells to
interpret a project landscape into strata. ForestView® identifies stands in a similar manner
to common segmentation approaches using heights and other structural metrics alongside
ancillary information [12]. ForestView® assigns 1/10th acre field verification plot locations
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based on an analysis of the stand variability and then uses those ALS data associated with
the individually detected trees at those ‘plots’ in the subsequent analysis. The ForestView®
ITD algorithm follows common valley following and other watershed approaches [35-37],
but shape and structural information associated with each “tree” are used to identify species
and further tune DBH, volume and canopy density metrics. The ForestView® software
produces a suite of products including individual tree heights, DBH, total volume, canopy
density, species identification, tree health and mortality. The software also provides the
user with distribution tables for use in growth and yield models, a <0.5 m precision digital
elevation model, road and trail layers, canopy and shade cover, and information related to
fire risk, wildlife habitats, and forest productivity.

2.4. Matching ALS Detected and Reference Trees

Following [58], an automated approach was developed to match ALS detected trees
and reference trees (i.e., field validation dataset). For each ALS detected tree, reference
trees within a buffer distance < 2.5 m were selected as candidate trees to be matched with
the ALS detected tree. This buffer distance was chosen as it represents the average crown
diameter of dominant and codominant trees on the Palouse Range [9]. The difference in
height between the ALS detected tree and all candidate reference trees was calculated
and all candidate reference trees with a height difference > 2 m were removed from the
candidate tree list. The height difference threshold of 2 m corresponds to observed RMSE
in height between ALS estimated and field measured conifers [59]. If no reference trees met
the height difference threshold, the ALS detected tree was recorded as a commission error.
For reference trees that did meet the height difference threshold, the difference between
the ALS detected tree distance to plot center and all candidate reference tree distances to
plot center was calculated. The reference tree with the smallest combined error (height
difference and difference in distance from plot center), was matched with the ALS detected
tree. Combined error was calculated as the square root of the sum of the squared errors. If
multiple reference trees had the same combined error, we randomly selected one to match
to the ALS detected tree.

2.5. Accuracy Assessment

Individual tree detection accuracy was evaluated using standard metrics that capture
commission and omission errors. Specifically, recall (r), precision (p), and F-score [60]
were used:

TP

"TIPFEN ™
TP

P= Tp1p @)

F-score = 2 x rxp (©)]

r+p

where, TP = correct detection, FN = false negative (omission error), and FP = false positive
(commission error). Recall is inversely related to omission error, precision is inversely
related to commission error, and F-score is the harmonic mean of recall and precision.
All three metrics range from 0 to 1, with values closer to 1 representing higher accuracy.
Two sets of accuracy metrics were calculated; one set included all trees within the inventory
plots, and the other only included trees in the dominant and codominant canopy positions.
As prior studies have shown that tree detection accuracy generally decreases with increasing
canopy cover [9], the plot-level accuracy results were stratified into four canopy cover
classes (0-25%, 25-50%, 50-75%, 75-100%) to evaluate how detection accuracy changes
with these increasing canopy cover strata. We assessed species, live/dead, and canopy
position classification accuracy using confusion matrices calculated between the validation
dataset and the ALS classification result. Three commonly used classification accuracy
metrics (overall accuracy, producer’s accuracy, user’s accuracy) are reported.
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We employed several statistical tests to assess whether ALS estimated tree attributes
were statistically similar to field observed tree attributes for the matched ALS and refer-
ence trees. A Kolmogorov—-Smirnov test was used to assess whether the ALS estimated
height and DBH distributions were statistically similar to field observed height and DBH
distributions. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test computes differences in the cumulative dis-
tribution function of two data distributions, where the test statistic (D) symbolizes the
point of maximum discrepancy in the cumulative distribution functions. D values closer
to 0 indicate significant overlap in the data distributions and values closer to 1 indicate
little to no overlap in the data distributions. This test is useful for quantifying the shape
similarity of two distributions as two distributions with the same mean but significantly
different shapes will produce large D values.

We evaluated the accuracy of modeled tree height and DBH using regression-based
equivalence tests [61]. Equivalence tests have been widely applied in forest allometry to
assess if significant differences exist between two sample populations that describe the
same parameter, such as often occurs when comparing remote sensing metrics to field-
measured validation data [9,34,61-67]. Following [61], we tested for both the intercept and
slope equality between the paired sets of both DBH and maximum height measures. This
test examines regression intercept equality (i.e., the mean of the ALS estimated measure-
ment is equal to the mean of the field measurement) and slope equality to 1 (i.e., if ALS
estimated measurements are equal to field measurements, regression will have slope of
1). Following [9,34,61,64], the region of equivalence is set to ==25% (of the mean) for the
intercept and £25% for the slope, where the null hypothesis of dissimilarity between the
pairs of remotely sensed and field measurements of the same parameter are rejected if the
interval of equivalence contains two joint one-sided 95% confidence intervals for the slope
or the intercept. All statistical analyses were conducted in R [68], and equivalence tests
were computed using the ‘equivalence’ R package [69].

3. Results
3.1. Individual Tree Detection Accuracy

The individual tree detection results are shown in Figure 2, considering all trees
(Figure 2A), and only considering dominant and codominant trees (Figure 2B). Recall
varied from 0.04 to 1, with a median value of 0.4 and average value of 0.45. Recall generally
decreased with greater canopy cover, where recall was highest in plots with 0-25% canopy
cover (median: 0.50, average: 0.67) and lowest in plots with 75-100% canopy cover (median:
0.33, average: 0.36). Precision varied from 0.14 to 1, with a median value of 0.67 and average
value of 0.65. F-score varied from 0.06 to 1, with a median value of 0.47 and average value
of 0.5. F-score also decreased with greater canopy cover (Figure 2A). The distribution
of correct detections (TP) and false negatives (FN) by tree canopy position is shown in
Figure 3. Most correct detections consisted of trees classified in the field as dominant or
codominant. Conversely, most omission errors consisted of trees classified in the field as
intermediate or suppressed.

ITD accuracy metrics generally increased when considering only trees with dominant
and codominant canopy position (Figure 2B). Recall varied from 0 to 1, with a median
value of 0.58, and average value of 0.59. Precision varied from 0 to 1, with a median value
of 0.67 and average value of 0.66. F-score varied from 0.07 to 1, with a median value of 0.67
and average value of 0.62.
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Figure 2. Accuracy assessment results of the ALS-based individual tree detection, reported as recall,
precision, and F-score, and stratified by ALS-derived canopy cover. (A) Accuracy assessment results
considering all trees, (B) Accuracy assessment results considering only trees with dominant and
codominant canopy position.
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Figure 3. Correct detection (TP) and false negative (FN: omission error) distributions by tree
canopy position. Canopy positions are as follows; D: Dominant, CD: Codominant, I: Intermediate,
S: Suppressed.

3.2. Species, Live/Dead, and Canopy Position Classification Accuracy

Species classification accuracy is presented in Table 2. Overall accuracy was 54.7% and
individual species accuracy varied widely. Abies grandis, Pinus contorta, and Pinus ponderosa
had the highest producer’s accuracies (60.6%, 68.4%, 65.9%, respectively) and user’s accura-
cies (60.0%, 56.5%, 78.8%, respectively), indicating relatively low omission and commission
errors. Pinus monticola and Picea engelmannii had the lowest producer’s (0%) and user’s
(0%) accuracies.

Live/dead classification accuracy is presented in Table 3. Overall accuracy was 97.4%,
with high producer’s and user’s accuracies (>65%).

Tree canopy position classification accuracy is presented in Table 4. Overall accuracy
was 74.0%, with high producer’s (>65%) and user’s accuracies (>51%).
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Table 2. Species classification confusion matrix results. Overall accuracy was 54.7%. PA = producer’s
accuracy, OE = omission error, UA = user’s accuracy, CE = commission error. Tree species codes are
as follows; ABGR: Abies grandis, LAOC: Larix occidentalis, PIEN: Picea engelmanii, PSME: Pseudotsuga
menziesii, PICO: Pinus contorta, PIMO: Pinus monticola, PIPO: Pinus ponderosa, THPL: Thuja plicata.

Reference Species

ABGR LAOC PIEN PSME PICO PIMO PIPO THPL  UA (%) CE (%)

2 ABGR 114 5 4 35 1 5 7 19 60.0 40.0
g LAOC 8 23 0 5 5 16 4 3 359 64.1
& PIEN 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.0 100
E PSME 52 4 2 82 4 1 21 26 42.7 57.3
2 PICO 4 6 0 1 39 5 13 1 56.5 43.5
,'_(: PIMO 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.0 100
0 PIPO 3 3 0 6 7 3 89 2 78.8 21.2
é THPL 7 12 1 8 1 2 1 31 49.2 50.8

PA (%) 60.6 434 0.0 59.9 68.4 0.0 65.9 37.8

OE (%) 39.4 56.6 100 40.1 31.6 100 341 62.2

Table 3. Live/dead classification confusion matrix results. Overall accuracy was 97.4%.
PA = producer’s accuracy, OE = omission error, UA = user’s accuracy, CE = commission error.

Reference Live/Dead

Live Dead UA (%) CE (%)
g . Live 646 14 97.9 2.1
ALS classified live/dead Dead 4 27 871 12.9
PA (%) 99.4 65.9
OE (%) 0.6 34.1

Table 4. Tree canopy position classification confusion matrix results. Overall accuracy was 74.0%.
PA = producer’s accuracy, OE = omission error, UA = user’s accuracy, CE = commission error.

Reference Canopy Position

Dominant Codominant Intermediate Suppressed UA (%) CE (%)

ALS
classified canopy position

Dominant 176 11 1 0 93.6 6.4
Codominant 73 222 9 0 73.0 27.0
Intermediate 5 45 62 9 51.2 48.8

Suppressed 0 4 23 51 65.4 34.6
PA (%) 69.3 78.7 65.3 85.0
OE (%) 30.7 21.3 34.7 15.0

3.3. Height and DBH Accuracy

The distribution of ALS estimated and observed height and DBH for all matched
trees is shown in Figure 4. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test statistic D was close to 0 for
both height (D = 0.036, P = 0.737) and DBH (D = 0.06, P = 0.154), indicating no statistical
difference between the ALS estimated and observed distributions. Figure 5 presents results
from the statistical equivalence tests. For both height and DBH, the 95% confidence interval
for the intercept (grey vertical bar) was within the £25% region of equivalence (grey
polygon). This means that the null hypothesis of dissimilarity can be rejected and that
the ALS estimated means are equivalent to the field-measured means. Likewise, for both
height and DBH, the 95% confidence interval for the slope (black vertical bar) was within
the £25% region of equivalence (grey dashed lines). This indicates that the regression fit
slope is significantly similar to 1 (i.e., ALS estimated measurements are equivalent to field
measurements). The linear relationship between ALS estimated height and observed height
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had a high 12 (0.99) and RMSE of 0.69 m. The linear relationship between ALS estimated
DBH and observed DBH had a high r? (0.76) and RMSE of 7.19 cm.
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Figure 4. ALS estimated and observed tree attribute distributions from the matched tree dataset.
(a) ALS estimated and observed height distributions; (b) ALS estimated and observed height cumula-
tive distribution functions; (c) ALS estimated and observed DBH distributions; (d) ALS estimated
and observed DBH cumulative distribution functions. In (a,c) purple coloration indicates where
the two distributions overlap, and the dashed vertical lines represent the mean of each distribution.
The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test statistic D and associated P-value, computed for the two height
distributions and two DBH distributions, are reported in (b,d).



Forests 2022,13, 3

10 of 15

B
y=098x+ 009 y=11x - 187
40 A.099 F =0.76
< RMSE (m) = 0.69 __ 80 RMSE (cm)=7.19
E n=721 2 § n= 721
£ 30 > —
2 A & 60
£ 1” ()
® f ?
€20 : g 40 ¥
3 @ :
(@] o)
20
10
10 20 30 40 20 40 60 80
ALS estimated height (m) ALS estimated DBH (cm)

Figure 5. Equivalence test graphs for tree (A) height and (B) DBH. The grey polygon represents the
+25% region of equivalence for the intercept. The grey dashed lines represent the £25% region of
equivalence for the slope. The solid black line represents the best-fit linear regression model.

4. Discussion

This study objectively assessed the accuracy of the ForestView® algorithm for individ-
ual tree detection, classification, and measurement of tree height and DBH. Generally, ITD
accuracy, as measured by F-score, was inversely related to canopy cover (Figure 2A). This
result is consistent with results observed in prior studies under a range of different forest
types [9,58,70]. The overwhelming majority of omission errors (reference trees not detected
by the algorithm) were classified as Intermediate or Suppressed in the field validation
dataset (Figure 3). This is a common issue in ITD as trees in subdominant canopy positions
(e.g., intermediate and suppressed) are occluded by the overstory forest canopy [3,71].
Indeed, F-score values increased significantly when only considering dominant and codom-
inant trees, especially in the highest canopy cover stratification (median F-score increased
from 0.44 to 0.63) (Figure 2).

The detection accuracy results in this study are comparable to results obtained in prior
studies looking at mixed coniferous forest with similar canopy cover and tree densities. For
example, [72] reported detection of 40% of all trees in a mixed coniferous forest in Finland
with a median tree density of 675 trees/hectare. Yancho et al. [73] tested several ITD
algorithms using input digital aerial photogrammetric point clouds in mixed coniferous
forest with a median tree density of 316 trees/hectare in British Columbia, Canada. They
reported F-scores ranging from 0.568 to 0.609, with the highest F-score incorporating
spectral and spatial attributes. Prior studies have achieved higher ITD accuracies in less
dense coniferous forests. For example, [60] reported F-scores ranging from 0.83 to 0.95
in mixed coniferous forest with a median tree density of 300 trees/hectare in the Sierra
Nevada Mountains in California. Silva et al. [58] achieved F-scores ranging from 0.79 to 1,
in longleaf pine forests with stand densities ranging from 77-204 trees/hectare.

Individual tree species classification accuracy was highly variable (Table 2). This varia-
tion could be partly due to imbalance in species representation in the study area. Generally,
species with the highest producer’s and user’s accuracy (Abies grandis, Pseudotsuga menziesii,
Pinus contorta, and Pinus ponderosa) were well-represented in the field dataset, composing
31.3%, 22.2%, 5.1% and 11.1%, respectively, of the field dataset. Conversely, species with the
lowest producer’s and user’s accuracy (Larix occidentalis, Picea engelmanii, Pinus monticola,
and Thuja plicata) were less represented in the field tree dataset, composing 7.4%, 1.0%,
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3.3% and 18.4%, respectively, of the field dataset. For machine learning classification al-
gorithms, it is common for poorly represented classes in the training dataset to exhibit
lower classification accuracy and this issue can be partly remediated by selecting a more
balanced training dataset [74]. Equally, use of spectral or additional ALS data in win-
ter could enable rapid identification of species with clear seasonal phenological leaf-off
differences (i.e., Larix occidentalis). Nevertheless, species classification accuracies for the
highly represented species in this study were comparable with other studies. For exam-
ple, [75] reported species classification accuracies (producer’s and user’s) of 74-97% in
a mixed coniferous and hardwood forest in Germany with a median stand density of
435 trees/hectare. Likewise, [76] reported accuracies of 75-90% for coniferous trees in a
mixed conifer and hardwood forest in Finland. In southeastern deciduous forests, species
identification accuracies of ~65% have been reported [77], a result that broadly agrees
with a study focused on Central European forests [78]. When considering broader forest
classifications such as the identification of broadleaved versus coniferous species, higher
accuracies from 77-90% have been reported in an array of forested ecosystems [79].

Live/dead and canopy position classification had high overall accuracies (97.4% and
74%, respectively). High live/dead classification accuracy was expected given the widely
documented large differences between live and dead LiDAR return pulse intensity [80].
The high accuracy of canopy position classification is encouraging for forest products
supply chain and resource management considerations as it may facilitate harvest planning
and scheduling. The accurate detection and classification of subdominant trees (e.g.,
intermediate and suppressed) is particularly promising, as the low overall detection of
these trees (Figure 3) is clearly a limitation of current individual tree detection algorithms.

The similarity between the ALS estimated and observed tree attributes was high. The
equivalence tests demonstrated that both the ForestView® algorithm-derived height and
DBH were statistically equivalent to field-based measurements (Figure 5). Furthermore,
the height RMSE of 0.69 m is comparable to other reported RMSEs including that reported
by [59] in a Scots pine forest (1-1.3 m), [81] in a Scots pine forest (0.38 m), [75] in mixed
conifer and hardwood forest (0.5-2.6 m) and by [58] in longleaf pine forest (0.72 m). The
DBH RMSE of 7.2 cm obtained using the algorithm is higher than that obtained by [59]
in a Scots pine forest (3.2-5.9 cm), [81] in a Scots pine forest (1.25 cm) and [75] in mixed
conifer and hardwood forest (1.4-6.3 cm). There was no statistical difference in the ALS
estimated height and DBH distributions and the field observed height and DBH distri-
butions (Figure 4), indicating the broad applicability of these data in growth and yield
projection software that rely on such distribution data such as the widely used Forest
Vegetation Simulator [82]. The slight differences between the field and ITD derived data
can be somewhat attributed to the difference in acquisition dates (i.e., ALS data in 2019 and
field data in 2020). Although we assumed that the field data represented the ‘truth’, studies
comparing both ALS and laser rangefinder maximum tree height measurements with felled
trees have demonstrated that ALS measurements were more accurate and exhibited less
bias [14].

5. Conclusions

The current study sought to evaluate the ForestView® ITD and measurement algo-
rithm in comparison to field data to provide land management users of these products an
objective assessment of this products accuracy. Overall, the analysis determined that this
method produced comparable estimates of height and DBH to prior studies that reported
on similar ‘open source” and ‘free closed source” methods. The approach does provide
strong assessments of species identification and dominant/co-dominant assessment for
half of the assessed species, where we posit the limitations were due to insufficient rep-
resentation in the training dataset. As with prior studies, the method performs well in
canopy cover strata < 75% but also performs strongly in the 75-100% canopy cover strata
when solely considering dominant and co-dominant trees. Given these compelling pre-
liminary results of the ForestView® algorithm, the next logical steps are to cross-compare
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this specific algorithm versus open-source and ‘free closed source algorithms’ in a similar
manner to that conducted by [83]. Equally, further research should follow [14,47,83] to
assess the utility of this algorithm to inform landscape scale assessments of forest stand
metrics (e.g., basal area, trees per hectare) and projections of growth and yield. Further
research could also explore the utility of this product to inform structural metrics of fire
severity [48,84,85] and ecosystem vulnerability under a range of stressors [86]. With the
recent publication of open-source, multi-sensor (e.g., LIDAR, high-resolution hyperspectral
imagery) benchmark datasets that include numerous forest types and structures [87] there
are even more opportunities to evaluate existing algorithms on a standard dataset.
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