
remote sensing  

Article

The Role of Resolution in the Estimation of Fractal
Dimension Maps From SAR Data

Gerardo Di Martino 1 ID , Antonio Iodice 1, Daniele Riccio 1,* ID , Giuseppe Ruello 1

and Ivana Zinno 2

1 Department of Electrical Engineering and Information Technology, University of Naples Federico II,
Via Claudio 21, 80125 Napoli, Italy; gerardo.dimartino@unina.it (G.D.M.); iodice@unina.it (A.I.);
giuseppe.ruello@unina.it (G.R.)

2 Institute for Electromagnetic Sensing of the Environment, Research National Council (CNR),
Via Diocleziano 328, 80124 Napoli, Italy; zinno.i@irea.cnr.it

* Correspondence: Daniele.Riccio@unina.it; Tel.: +39-081-7683114

Received: 29 September 2017; Accepted: 20 December 2017; Published: 22 December 2017

Abstract: This work is aimed at investigating the role of resolution in fractal dimension map
estimation, analyzing the role of the different surface spatial scales involved in the considered
estimation process. The study is performed using a data set of actual Cosmo/SkyMed Synthetic
Aperture Radar (SAR) images relevant to two different areas, the region of Bidi in Burkina Faso and
the city of Naples in Italy, acquired in stripmap and enhanced spotlight modes. The behavior of
fractal dimension maps in the presence of areas with distinctive characteristics from the viewpoint
of land-cover and surface features is discussed. Significant differences among the estimated maps
are obtained in the presence of fine textural details, which significantly affect the fractal dimension
estimation for the higher resolution spotlight images. The obtained results show that if we are
interested in obtaining a reliable estimate of the fractal dimension of the observed natural scene,
stripmap images should be chosen in view of both economic and computational considerations.
In turn, the combination of fractal dimension maps obtained from stripmap and spotlight images can
be used to identify areas on the scene presenting non-fractal behavior (e.g., urban areas). Along this
guideline, a simple example of stripmap-spotlight data fusion is also presented.
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1. Introduction

Cosmo/SkyMed synthetic aperture radar (SAR) multi-operational capabilities allow the
observation of a scene at different spatial scales, i.e., with different levels of detail. Usually, the choice
of the operational mode better fitting a specific application is dictated by a trade-off between resolution
and coverage. In particular, in the case of Cosmo/SkyMed the range of attainable resolutions spans
from about 1 m in enhanced spotlight mode, with a coverage of 10 km, to about 100 m in scansar huge
region mode, with a coverage of about 200 km, whereas the stripmap mode achieves a resolution of
3 m, with a coverage of 40 km. In this context, stripmap images, or even better, scansar images, are well
suited for large-scale applications, whereas spotlight products can be fruitfully used for local-scale
analyses, able to provide more detailed information on the observed scene. The combined use of
multi-operational data, therefore, can be set in the framework of a multi-scale approach, in which
coarse resolution images can provide the necessary regional-scale survey of the area of interest,
while high resolution images can be used to refine the analysis on a local scale. Regarding the analysis
of natural surfaces, the mentioned multi-scale approach can be used to gain the required information
investigating different spatial scales. In fact, the physical and geometrical information regarding
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the scene under survey can present strong variations, which cannot be fully appreciated through
low-resolution SAR data, which, in turn, allow only the estimation of somehow averaged quantities.

When the focus is on surface roughness, fractal models represent the best way to model the
behavior of natural surfaces [1–12]. The fractal dimension is a concise and meaningful entity,
bearing meaningful physical information regarding the geometrical and geophysical characterization
of a natural surface [5–9]. In particular, geologists usually use the fractal dimension to model the
roughness of natural surfaces, because it is not dependent on the size of the observed surface. In fact,
a typical problem of classical statistical roughness descriptors, such as the height standard deviation
and correlation length, lies in their dependence on the observation scale and on the extension of the
surface from which they are estimated [5–9].

The use of fractal concepts in the remote-sensing community is a long-standing topic, testified by
applications regarding image analysis [13], and, in particular, SAR image segmentation [14,15] and
feature detection [16,17]. However, all the mentioned works are based on the estimation of fractal
parameters of image texture, leaving aside the problem of investigating how the fractal dimension
of the observed surfaces is related to the amplitude values of image pixels. This kind of analysis
was first considered in Pentland [18], and Kube and Pentland [19] for the case of optical images of
Lambertian natural surfaces; this pioneering work was extended to non-Lambertian fractal surfaces in
Korvin [20]. More recently this analysis has been performed for the case of SAR imaging: in particular,
in Di Martino et al. [21,22] the authors introduced appropriate models and algorithms, allowing
for the estimation of the fractal dimension of an observed surface from a SAR amplitude image.
Therefore, while works [14–17] were based on the introduction of convenient fractal-based parameters
to perform image processing tasks, without entering the problem of associating to them a clear
physical meaning, the estimation framework of [21,22] provides estimates of the fractal dimension
of the observed surface, i.e., a parameter with a clear physical meaning that can be easily managed
by physicists and geologists for the characterization of natural phenomena. Moreover, works [21,22]
forerun (and partly stimulated) the development of SAR processing techniques based on the use of
fractal dimension: indeed, recently fractal dimension has been fruitfully used in SAR interferometry,
to support coregistration [23], regularization [24], and phase unwrapping [25], and in SAR speckle
filtering [26,27]. All these techniques benefit from the availability of accurate estimates of the surface
fractal dimension.

In more detail, in Di Martino et al. [21,22] the estimation of the surface fractal dimension from
a SAR amplitude image is performed exploiting a sliding window scouring the whole image, thus
allowing the generation, as output, of a new value-added SAR product, the fractal dimension map,
i.e., a point-by-point map of the estimated fractal dimension of the imaged surface, accounting for
local variations of the surface fractal dimension. Some properties of the technique we propose are
remarkable [28]. The fractal dimension clearly depends on a single feature of the observed scene,
namely its roughness. From this viewpoint, the fractal dimension is one of the few parameters
retrievable from SAR data that allows the separation of the influence of a single physical parameter
(in particular, the roughness) from the others involved in SAR image formation. Actually, in many
practical situations, the post-processing of SAR images provides products showing a significant
dependence on the acquisition geometry of the employed SAR image, and this is the major
disadvantage from the end-user viewpoint. For instance, the severe dependence on the SAR
acquisition geometry leads to classification maps that are not easily comparable and cannot be
straightforwardly managed by non-expert SAR users, whenever they are obtained from SAR images
acquired from different satellite tracks. Conversely, the estimation of the fractal dimension maps is
almost independent of the acquisition geometry. In fact, in Di Martino et al. [28] we analyzed a wide set
of multi-angle SAR images of the same area and verified that the estimated fractal dimension maps are
dependent neither on the sensor look angle nor on the local incidence angle, at least in the hypothesis
of validity of the theoretical model (i.e., on natural surfaces). Furthermore, in Di Martino et al. [29] we
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demonstrated that the maps are not dependent on polarization, at least when co-polarized channels
are considered.

Due to the above-mentioned properties, the fractal dimension maps are value-added SAR products
that can have a significant impact on the end users’ community. For this reason, in the present paper
we investigate the role of resolution, in order to unveil possible dependencies on the surface spatial
scales involved in the estimation. For purely fractal surfaces, the fractal dimension keeps constant over
all the spatial scales; however, it must be noted that, since the fractional Brownian motion (fBm) surface
root mean square (rms) slope decreases as the observation scale increases, at larger observation scales
the small-slope hypothesis is more easily satisfied: from this viewpoint, stripmap images are more
convenient than spotlight images. In conclusion, we expect that in natural, homogeneous (at the scale
of window size) areas the estimated fractal dimension is the same on spotlight and stripmap images,
except in the uncommon cases in which the small-slope assumption is satisfied for the stripmap image
and not satisfied for the spotlight image. It must be also noted that, sometimes, actual natural surfaces
present multifractal behavior, i.e., their fractal dimension changes according to the spatial scale [5,8,9].
This may be another source of difference between the fractal dimension maps obtained from spotlight
and stripmap images. Finally, in areas containing man-made objects the employed fractal model does
not hold, and since such objects are usually strongly scale-dependent, we expect that the estimated
fractal dimension obtained from stripmap and spotlight images can be different.

For the analysis, we use two sets of COSMO-SkyMed stripmap and enhanced spotlight SAR
images relevant to the areas of Bidi in Burkina Faso and Naples in Italy. All the images were acquired
with similar look angles, between 31◦ and 33◦. Two subsets were cropped from each image as
representative of different kind of land-cover and texture properties: they span from a homogeneous
bare-soil scenario to a very heterogeneous urban scenario. In this way, we are able to investigate the
behavior of the algorithm according to different regimes of validity of the theoretical model. In fact,
the theoretical model was originally developed for bare-soil natural surfaces, which can be conveniently
modeled through fractals. For such natural surfaces, we expect that the estimated fractal dimension
maps do not significantly depend on the employed resolution, due to the scale-invariance property of
fractal objects. Accordingly, the same results should be obtained from stripmap and spotlight images.
This is the first property that we want to verify in this paper. However, in the presence of man-made
objects, or other non-fractal objects, even if the theoretical model does not hold and the algorithm
does not provide a true fractal dimension, the estimated meta-parameter can provide meaningful
information, which can be used for the characterization of the area of interest [30]. In this case we
cannot a priori expect that the estimated fractal dimension does not depend on resolution, and it is of
interest to verify the behavior of the obtained results at different resolutions. The analysis is performed
within a statistical framework, along the same guidelines of Di Martino et al. [28]. However, we also
present results regarding the joint use (on a pixel basis) of the fractal dimension maps obtained from
the stripmap and the spotlight images, where we try to identify fine textural details related to specific
land-cover classes.

The paper is organized as follows. In Section 2 the theoretical and methodological background
is summarized and the remarkable properties presented by the fractal dimension maps are detailed.
In Section 3 we present the experimental setup and the statistical analysis of the obtained maps, along
with an example of stripmap–spotlight data fusion. Finally, conclusions and relevant suggestions are
reported in Section 4.

2. Materials and Methods

In the present section, we summarize the main theoretical and implementation aspects regarding
the generation of the fractal dimension map from a single SAR image relevant to a natural surface.
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2.1. Basic Theory

With regard to the surface model, we consider here the fractional Brownian motion (fBm) model,
which is an everywhere continuous, nowhere differentiable process. It can be conveniently described
in terms of its increment probability density function (pdf) [2–4]; in particular, a stochastic process
z(x,y) is an (isotropic) fBm surface if, for every x, x′, y, y′ it satisfies the following relation:

Pr{z(x, y)− z
(

x′, y′
)
< ξ} = 1√

2πsτH

ξ∫
−∞

exp
(
− ξ2

2s2τ2H

)
dξ (1)

where Pr{·} stands for “probability”, τ is the distance between the points (x,y) and (x′,y′), s [m1−H]
is the incremental standard deviation, i.e., the standard deviation of the surface increments at unitary
distance, and H is the Hurst coefficient (0 < H < 1), related to the fractal dimension D through the
relationship D = 3 − H. In the frequency domain, the power spectral density (PSD) of the isotropic
two-dimensional fBm process exhibits an appropriate power-law behavior [1–4]:

S(k) = S0k−α (2)

where in S0 and α are the fBm spectral parameters, related to the previously introduced spatial
parameters by the following relationships [2]:

S0 = 2H+1Γ2(1 + H) sin(πH)s2 (3)

α = 2 + 2H = 8− 2D (4)

Γ(·) being the Euler Gamma function.
In Di Martino et al. [22] the authors presented a forward model linking the stochastic

characterization of an SAR image to the fractal parameters of the observed surface. In particular,
the authors demonstrated that—in the hypothesis of a small slope regime for the surface
roughness—the modulus of the reflectivity function |γ(x, y)| (where x and y represent azimuth and
ground-range, respectively) depends, to the first order, on the partial derivative p(x,y) of the surface
height in the range direction. Hence, in a first order approximation, |γ(x, y)| does not depend on the
partial derivative of surface height in the azimuth direction q(x,y) [22]:

|γ(x, y)| = a0 + a1 p(x, y) + o(p, q) (5)

where a0 and a1 are the coefficients of the Mc Laurin series expansion, depending on the considered
scattering model, and o(·) indicates terms that are infinitesimal of an order higher than one.
The coefficients a0 and a1, and, in turn, the validity limits of the proposed model, depend on the
considered look-angle, the fractal parameters of the observed surface, the scattering model, and the
considered resolution.

In Di Martino et al. [22], a closed form expression for the PSD of the azimuth and range
cuts of the derivative process p(x,y) has been evaluated via appropriate Fourier transforms of their
autocorrelations. The expression obtained for the PSD of the range cuts is

Sp
(
ky; ∆y

)
= 2s2∆y−1+2HΓ(1 + 2H) sin(πH)

[
1− cos

(∣∣ky
∣∣∆y

)] 1(∣∣ky
∣∣∆y

)1+2H (6)

where ky is the spatial wavenumber associated with the range direction and ∆y is the ground range
resolution of the image [21,22]. Moreover, it was demonstrated that for small wavenumbers the
range cut PSD holds a linear behavior in a log-log plane, while the azimuth-cut PSD does not present
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this remarkable property [22]. In particular, when ky∆y→ 0 we obtain the following asymptotic
expression for the range-cut PSD, S̃p

(
ky
)
:

S̃p
(
ky
)
= s2Γ(1 + 2H) sin(πH)

1∣∣ky
∣∣2H−1 (7)

Hence, taking into account the relation between the reflectivity and the derivative process p
reported in Equation (5), and the band-limiting effect of the SAR impulse response [22], we obtain for
Si the following expression:

Si
(
ky; ∆y

)
= a2

1Sp
(
ky; ∆y

)
Rect[

∆ysin2ϑ0 ky

π
] (8)

where Rect[·] stands for the rectangular function and, in a wide range of small wavenumbers,
the asymptotic expression in Equation (7) can be assumed for Sp.

2.2. Estimation Method

Actually, the asymptotic spectrum reported in Equation (7) exhibits linear behavior in a log-log
plane: in particular, looking at Equation (7), we can conclude that its slope is equal to 1 − 2H.
Therefore, a straightforward way to estimate the value of the fractal dimension of an observed
scene directly from its corresponding SAR image can be based on the use of linear regression
techniques. Based on this observation, an algorithm has been developed allowing the retrieval
of the point-by-point fractal dimension map of a natural surface starting from its single look amplitude
SAR image [22]. The algorithm evaluates the fractal dimension D associated with each pixel using the
information relevant to neighboring pixels enclosed in a sliding window which, spanning the whole
image, generates the fractal dimension map. The estimation of the PSD of the range cuts enclosed
in each processing window is performed using the Capon estimator [22,31,32]. This requires the
preliminary estimation of the autocorrelation matrix, which we perform using the modified covariance
method [18,19]. Then, a linear regression step on the obtained PSD allows the evaluation of the fractal
dimension D. The Capon estimator has been chosen because it overcomes the leakage and high variance
problems arising when facing the estimation of power-law spectra, as detailed in [10,31,32]. In Figure 1
we report a flow chart of the processing steps performed in each instance of the sliding window.
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sliding window.

The key parameter to be set for the elaboration is the size of the sliding window. Its choice results
from a trade-off between the accuracy and resolution of the output map [22]. It was verified that a
good choice in most cases is a window size of about 50 × 50 pixels [22]. Moreover, the size of the
sliding window also dictates the maximum spatial scale involved in the estimation. In fact, the spatial
scales involved in the estimation are dictated on the one hand by the resolution, which is related to
the minimum spatial scale, and on the other hand by the size of the sliding window, which is related
to the maximum scale. Therefore, if we analyze the behavior of the algorithm on images presenting
different resolutions using the same window size (in order to obtain a comparable estimation accuracy
for the two maps), different spatial scales will be involved in the estimation. This fact, in principle,
can lead to different values of the fractal dimension on the two maps, for the reasons discussed in the
Introduction and experimentally explored in Section 3.
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3. Results and Discussion

The data set used in the experimental framework consists of Cosmo/SkyMed images acquired in
two different areas, which present very different characteristics with respect to climate, geology and
land-cover. In particular, we consider images obtained in stripmap and enhanced spotlight operational
modes, so that the area covered by the spotlight images is a subset of the area imaged in stripmap
mode. The data set consists of:

• A first couple of images relevant to the area of Bidi in the Yatenga district of Burkina Faso: the
stripmap image was acquired on 18 August 2011 and the enhanced spotlight image on 22 August
2011. The data are in Single look Complex Slant Balanced (SCS_B format and acquired in
Horizontal-Horizontal (HH) polarization with a look angle of about 33◦. The guaranteed
resolution of the stripmap image is 3 × 3 m2 in the azimuth-ground range, while for the enhanced
spotlight it is 1 × 1 m2; the pixel spacing is 1.9 × 2.1 m2 for the stripmap and 0.7 × 0.6 m2 for the
enhanced spotlight.

• A second couple of images relevant to the city of Naples in Italy: in this case, the stripmap image
was acquired on 1 August 2011 and the enhanced spotlight image on 29 August 2011. The images
are in Single look Complex Slant Unbalanced (SCS_U) data format (i.e., unbalanced data with
no weighting applied to the processed bandwidth), with a look angle of about 31◦ and HH
polarization. The guaranteed resolution is 2.5 × 2.5 m2 in azimuth-ground range for the stripmap
case and 0.85 × 0.85 m2 for the enhanced spotlight one; the pixel spacing is 2.1 × 2.1 m2 for the
stripmap and 0.7 × 0.6 m2 for the enhanced spotlight.

For each couple of images, we selected two subsets presenting different characteristics from the
viewpoint of land-cover and scene distribution. To each subset, we applied the estimation algorithm
described in the previous section: we set the elaboration window size at 51 × 51 pixels for all the
examined cases. In this way, we obtained fractal estimates presenting similar accuracies and, hence,
the values of the fractal dimension maps obtained from the stripmap and spotlight data will be
comparable for homogeneous areas. This corresponds to about 102 × 107 m2 in the stripmap case
and 36 × 31 m2 in the spotlight case. The images and the maps were geocoded using a standard
technique based on the Shuttle Radar Topography Mission (SRTM) Digital Elevation Model (DEM)
of the area of interest and were interpolated in order to obtain a pixel spacing of 5 × 5 m2. Actually,
the geocoding step is necessary to allow an effective comparison of data acquired with very different
acquisition parameters; furthermore, the use of geocoded products is of fundamental importance for
the applicative community (e.g., geologists, geophysicists), which usually works with geo-referenced
data, rather than with data in SAR native reference systems [28]. However, with regard to the fractal
dimension maps, the geocoding step cannot be applied to SAR images prior to the fractal dimension
estimation step, since it significantly degrades the fractal characteristics present in the image [28]:
therefore, we first evaluated the fractal dimension maps on non-geocoded images and then applied
the geocoding directly to the obtained maps.

Once the geocoded fractal dimension maps are available, we can analyze their statistical behavior.
The proposed statistical analysis is based on the evaluation of the first order statistics of the fractal
dimension maps of the subsets. This kind of statistical analysis is also justified by the fact that
the proposed product is devoted to the applicative community, which is typically interested in the
geophysical characteristics of homogeneous areas, rather than in the punctual characteristics related to
the statistical behavior of single image pixels. Note that we did not need to implement any calibration
steps, because the fractal dimension maps are not dependent on the absolute image calibration [28].
In the following subsections, we discuss in detail the results obtained for each processed subset.

3.1. Burkina 1

In Figure 2a we show a Google Earth image of the first area of interest, 2.8× 2.4 km2. The available
optical Satellites Pour l’Observation de la Terre (SPOT) image was acquired on 5 May 2013, i.e., during
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the Burkina Faso dry season. In fact, the area of interest is located in the Sahelian zone of Burkina Faso,
where the climate is characterized by two main seasons, a long dry season from October to May and
an extremely rainy season from June to September. Due to these extreme climate conditions, strong
inter-seasonal variability occurs in the land-cover of the area, which at the end of the dry season is
almost free of vegetation: this is the case in the reported Google Earth image. A detailed knowledge of
the characteristics of this area has been gained in the frame of several projects regarding the use of
SAR data for monitoring the environment [33,34].

In Figure 2b,c we present the geocoded stripmap SAR image and the corresponding fractal
dimension map respectively, while in Figure 2d,e the enhanced spotlight SAR image and the
corresponding fractal dimension map are respectively shown. Since the geocoded images were
interpolated to the same pixel spacing of 5 × 5 m2, the difference between the stripmap and the
spotlight acquisitions can be mainly appreciated noting the presence of a stronger speckle reduction
on the spotlight image. In fact, before the geocoding step, we applied a 3 × 3 spatial multilook on the
spotlight image, thus obtaining almost the same pixel spacing of the single-look stripmap image. It
is worth noting that the fractal maps shown in Figure 2c,e have been evaluated starting respectively
from the stripmap and the enhanced spotlight single look SAR images, without performing any type
of transformation that could alter the fractal dimension estimation. This also explains the evident
different resolutions of the two fractal dimension maps. The spatial multilook operation was carried
out on the spotlight image only for a better visual comparison with the stripmap one.

Looking at the images in Figure 2a,b,d, we can note that the area of interest consists essentially of
bare soil, with the presence of a small village in the upper part of the scene. Actually, the images in
Figure 2b,d were acquired during the rainy season and witness a larger presence of vegetation with
respect to the Google image; moreover, some small water basins, which during the dry season are
completely empty and cannot be located on the optical image, are present close to the village. The dark
spots on the images in Figure 2b,d are due to the presence of eroded soil, which is unable to keep a
water-content sufficient to allow the growth of even small vegetation [33,34]. We chose this kind of
scene because it represents a natural almost-canonical case, where the linear imaging model should be
valid over almost the entire scene. Actually, the soil is bare almost everywhere, with minor presence of
vegetation, and no significant geophysical features can be appreciated on the scene. In this situation,
we expect the fractal dimension estimation to be almost independent of the considered spatial scales.

In Figure 3 we show the histograms of the fractal dimension maps shown in Figure 2c,e. The values
of the mean and the standard deviation of the fractal dimension maps are reported in Table 1. From the
histograms in Figure 3 and the statistics in Table 1, it is evident that the fractal dimension maps
estimated on the stripmap and spotlight images share very similar behavior, presenting a difference
in the average estimated values of the fractal dimension of 0.02, i.e., significantly smaller than the
standard deviations of both the maps. The slightly lower mean value obtained in the spotlight case
can be ascribed to the fine-scale details present over the spotlight image. In fact, in the presence of
strong point-like scatterers and, more in general, of discontinuities (i.e., resolution-scale features or
man-made objects) the employed fractal model does not hold, and the algorithm provides an estimate
of the fractal dimension that may be not enclosed in the range of allowed fractal values [30], implying
the presence of dark square spots whose size is related to the used processing window size. It is
well known that in enhanced spotlight mode the number of bright points can be much larger with
respect to the stripmap one, because, due to the higher resolution, small objects can also easily act as
corner reflectors.
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Table 1. Statistics of the subsets.

Subset Mode Dmean Dstdev

Burkina 1
Strip 2.17 0.07
Spot 2.15 0.08

Burkina 2
Strip 2.21 0.06
Spot 2.15 0.08

Naples 1 Strip 2.17 0.05
Spot 2.18 0.06

Naples 2 Strip 2.14 0.09
Spot 2.08 0.11
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Figure 2. (a) Google Earth view of the subset Burkina 1, with the footprint of the imaged area of interest
marked in red; (b) geocoded stripmap acquisition; (c) fractal dimension map corresponding to (b);
(d) geocoded enhanced spotlight image; (e) fractal dimension map corresponding to (d).

Until now we have not mentioned the presence of speckle. Indeed, as discussed in Section 2.2,
the considered estimation technique is based on the Capon estimator, which performs an intrinsic
filtering of speckle, discarding the high-wavenumber region of the image spectrum, i.e., the part
mostly affected by speckle [22]. However, in addition to the comparison between single-look stripmap
and spotlight images sharing similar speckle levels, a multilook can be applied to the high-resolution
spotlight image, so that an image with approximately the same resolution of the stripmap one,
but with significantly lower levels of speckle, can be obtained. In Figure 4 we show a comparison of
the histograms obtained on the stripmap (i.e., the same as in Figure 3) and on the spotlight image after
a multilook of 3 × 3 pixels was applied. The average fractal dimension obtained for the multilook
spotlight image was 2.1, with a standard deviation of 0.1: significant differences between the histograms
can now be observed. The value of the average fractal dimension decreased. This is coherent with
the obtained reduction of speckle power: indeed, the effect of speckle is to flatten the high-frequency
portion of the spectrum, thus reducing the spectral slope and increasing the retrieved fractal dimension.
However, the decrease of the fractal dimension is associated with an increase in the standard deviation
and, more importantly, with a significantly larger number of pixels presenting values of the fractal
dimension lower than two, i.e., outside the fractal range. This is probably related to the fact that
the application of speckle filtering on areas where a texture due to topography is present results in
texture distortion [35]. Regarding the estimation of fractal dimension maps, this issue was analyzed in
Di Martino et al. [36], where the applied despeckling filters significantly impaired fractal dimension
estimation. In conclusion, the role of speckle and speckle filtering in fractal dimension estimation
remains an open issue: however, a comprehensive discussion of this topic is beyond the scope of
this paper.
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In summary, the land-cover in the examined case can be considered substantially homogeneous,
and the fractal dimension maps estimated from the stripmap and enhanced spotlight images share
very similar mean values. Therefore, when we are interested in the evaluation of the fractal dimension
of natural surfaces not presenting relevant fine-scale details, the use of the less expensive stripmap
data does not imply any information loss and is, therefore, advisable. Moreover, due to the lower
number of samples for equally-sized areas, the estimation of the fractal dimension from stripmap
images is also more convenient from a computational viewpoint.

3.2. Burkina 2

In Figure 5a a Google Earth image of the area of interest is shown (2.3× 2.3 km2). Also in this case,
the optical SPOT image was acquired at the end of Burkina Faso dry season. In Figure 5b,c we present
the geocoded stripmap SAR image and the corresponding fractal dimension map, respectively, while in
Figure 5d,e the enhanced spotlight SAR image and the corresponding fractal dimension map are shown.
Note that, as in the previous case, we applied the geocoding and multilooking procedure described
above to the SAR images, and we estimated the fractal maps from the single look SAR images. The same
considerations on seasonal variability and on the comparison between the Google Earth and the SAR
image hold in this case.

With respect to the images discussed in the previous case, here we can appreciate an increase
in vegetated areas and, more in general, the presence of more resolution-scale details. In addition,
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the image is characterized by the juxtaposition of homogeneous areas of different types (e.g., vegetated
and eroded-soil areas), which are responsible for the presence of many edges, i.e., regions of separation
between the different areas. The presence of edges allows the testing of the algorithm in the presence
of discontinuities, which are one of the critical features for the model validity: in particular, local fractal
dimension estimation algorithms behave as edge detectors [17,30], due to the presence within the
estimation window of a non-homogeneous texture. Comparing the fractal dimension maps in
Figure 5c,e, we can note that the impact of this kind of texture on the map estimated from the
spotlight image is significant and it is witnessed by the presence of large areas presenting low values of
the fractal dimension (see Figure 5e). This is confirmed by the histograms of the maps in Figure 6 and
by the statistics reported in Table 1. In fact, the difference in the average value of the fractal dimension
is equal to 0.06, thus being comparable to the standard deviations of both fractal dimension maps.

Very interestingly, the discussed behavior can also be observed on a pixel basis, investigating the
joint behavior of the two maps via a feature-based data-fusion technique [37]. In particular, we consider
the image obtained by taking the difference of the two geocoded fractal dimension maps, namely the
spotlight-based map minus the stripmap-based one. In order to highlight the areas where the two
maps present significantly different behavior, in Figure 5f we show a classification map obtained by
thresholding the difference image with two thresholds (±0.25): the areas with a difference lower than
−0.25 are highlighted in green, while those with a difference greater than 0.25 are red. The areas with
a difference in the range [−0.25,0.25] are represented in black. Remembering that very low values
of the fractal dimension are obtained in areas close to bright spots, whose presence influences the
estimates obtained in an area comparable to the estimation window [30]; we can identify two different
mechanisms responsible for the appearance of the two classes. First, the presence of bright spots due
to strong trihedral scatterers that are observable on both spot and strip images imply a low fractal
dimension on both maps. However, due to the fact that the elaboration windows used to estimate the
two maps present the same number of pixels and, hence, a different size in meters, the extension of
the low-fractal-dimension area is different in the two maps. This can be observed looking at the red
areas in Figure 5f: they usually frame a black area, which is the area interested by the presence of the
bright spot, where the fractal dimension is almost the same on the two images. Conversely, the green
areas are related to the presence of fine textural details, which are only observable on spotlight images.
In particular, in the scene of interest these details are related to the presence of isolated trees.

In summary, as discussed above, the effect of fine-scale (non-fractal) details is more significant
on the fractal dimension map obtained from the spotlight image than on the one estimated from the
stripmap image and, in this case, this difference emerges in a more evident way.
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Figure 5. (a) Google Earth view of the subset Burkina 2, with the footprint of the imaged area of interest
marked in red; (b) geocoded stripmap acquisition; (c) fractal dimension map corresponding to (b);
(d) geocoded enhanced spotlight image; (e) fractal dimension map corresponding to (d); (f) thresholded
difference map.
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3.3. Naples 1

The area of interest in this case is the Bosco di Capodimonte, an urban wood area in the city of
Naples, Italy. The Google Earth optical image of the area (2 × 2.7 km2) is shown in Figure 7a. After the
application of the same processing used in the previous cases, we obtained the stripmap geocoded
image and its corresponding fractal dimension presented in Figures 7b and 7c, respectively, and the
enhanced spotlight geocoded image and its associated fractal dimension map shown in Figure 7d,e.
Forested areas are frequently used as calibration sites in SAR processing, since they provide very
stable values of the reflectivity [38]. We chose this area to test the algorithm behavior over a very
homogeneous natural area consisting of closely spaced tall vegetation, rather than of bare soil. Since we
are dealing with X-band images, the penetration of the transmitted field under the forest upper-level
structure will be very low and the algorithm is supposed to estimate the fractal dimension of the
envelope of the treetops.

Looking at the fractal dimension maps in Figure 7c,e, it is evident that the estimated fractal
dimension is uniform (i.e., spatially homogeneous) over the forested area, while it presents significant
spatial variations in its surroundings. This is due to the presence of man-made objects, whose effect on
the estimation algorithm [30] will be better highlighted in the last case study. To avoid the influence
of these objects, a subset of the images was considered in the statistical analysis: the considered area
is marked in red in Figure 7b–e. In Figure 8 we show the histograms of the fractal dimension maps,
while their statistics are reported in Table 1. Actually, the statistical behavior of the two maps is very
similar: in particular, the difference in the average values of the fractal dimension is very low with
respect to the map’s standard deviations. Therefore, we can conclude that in this case the estimated
fractal dimension maps bear essentially the same information.

This can be observed also on the thresholded fractal dimension difference map in Figure 7f
(obtained along the same guidelines of the one presented in Figure 4f), where the only relevant
differences can be appreciated in the urban areas present on the image. In particular, no significant
difference is present on the forested area enclosed in the red box.
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Figure 7. (a) Google Earth view of the subset Naples 1, with the footprint of the imaged area of interest
marked in red; (b) geocoded stripmap acquisition; (c) fractal dimension map corresponding to (b);
(d) geocoded enhanced spotlight image; (e) fractal dimension map corresponding to (d); (f) thresholded
difference map.
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3.4. Naples 2

For the last case study, we selected an image of the city of Naples, Italy, covering an area of
2.7 × 2.7 km2 close to the business district and the central station. The Google Earth image of the
area is reported in Figure 9a, while in Figure 9b–e the geocoded stripmap and spotlight images and
their corresponding fractal dimension maps are shown. In this case, we are interested in studying
the behavior of the algorithm over a non-natural area, consisting essentially of buildings and other
man-made objects. In this kind of scenario, the fractal models do not hold and the obtained fractal
dimension maps present quite large spatial variations.

This situation can be considered as a reference for the assessment of similarity of the fractal
dimension maps obtained in the previous case studies. In fact, in this case the spotlight acquisition
detects much more details than the stripmap, as can be appreciated looking at the high density of dark
spots present on the fractal dimension map shown in Figure 9e with respect to the one in Figure 9c. This
is also confirmed by the histograms presented in Figure 10 and by the statistics of the maps reported
in Table 1. With respect to the previous cases, the standard deviations of the maps are significantly
higher and the difference in the average values of the fractal dimension is almost comparable with the
standard deviation. In this situation, the thresholded difference mask is not statistically significant, and
bears no useful information. Obviously, when applied to man-made areas, that cannot be described
through fractal models, the algorithm does not provide values that can be treated as a true fractal
dimension of the imaged area. Anyway, these values, though not bearing a precise physical meaning,
could provide a valuable support for the identification and characterization of urban areas [30].
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4. Conclusions 

In this paper we analyzed the behavior of the fractal dimension maps estimated from SAR data 
acquired using different operational modes. The fractal dimension maps represent the point-by-point 
fractal dimension of a surface and are estimated from SAR amplitude images. The used data set 
consists of stripmap and enhanced spotlight Cosmo/SkyMed images collected in the area of Bidi in 
the North of Burkina Faso and Naples in Italy.  

Figure 9. (a) Google Earth view of the subset Naples 2, with the footprint of the imaged area of interest
marked in red; (b) geocoded stripmap acquisition; (c) fractal dimension map corresponding to (b);
(d) geocoded enhanced spotlight image; (e) fractal dimension map corresponding to (d).

Remote Sens. 2018, 10, 9  16 of 19 

 

  
 (b) (c) 

  
 (d) (e) 

Figure 9. (a) Google Earth view of the subset Naples 2, with the footprint of the imaged area of interest 
marked in red; (b) geocoded stripmap acquisition; (c) fractal dimension map corresponding to (b); (d) 
geocoded enhanced spotlight image; (e) fractal dimension map corresponding to (d). 

 

Figure 10. Histogram of the fractal dimension maps of Figure 9c,e: solid line for the stripmap and 
dashed line for the enhanced spotlight. 

4. Conclusions 

In this paper we analyzed the behavior of the fractal dimension maps estimated from SAR data 
acquired using different operational modes. The fractal dimension maps represent the point-by-point 
fractal dimension of a surface and are estimated from SAR amplitude images. The used data set 
consists of stripmap and enhanced spotlight Cosmo/SkyMed images collected in the area of Bidi in 
the North of Burkina Faso and Naples in Italy.  

Figure 10. Histogram of the fractal dimension maps of Figure 9c,e: solid line for the stripmap and
dashed line for the enhanced spotlight.

4. Conclusions

In this paper we analyzed the behavior of the fractal dimension maps estimated from SAR data
acquired using different operational modes. The fractal dimension maps represent the point-by-point
fractal dimension of a surface and are estimated from SAR amplitude images. The used data set
consists of stripmap and enhanced spotlight Cosmo/SkyMed images collected in the area of Bidi in
the North of Burkina Faso and Naples in Italy.
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The objective of the work was to highlight potential dependencies of the estimation method on
the resolution of the input SAR data. The results of our analysis show that for natural homogeneous
areas (e.g., on scarcely vegetated areas and woods) the fractal dimensions estimated from enhanced
spotlight and stripmap images are substantially the same; however, estimations from spotlight images
are more sensitive to the presence of small objects and sharp edges, which may impair the retrieval
of the fractal dimensions performed over areas that include them. Accordingly, when evaluating the
fractal dimension of the topography of natural areas is of exclusive interest, it may be more convenient
to use stripmap SAR data.

Conversely, in areas containing man-made objects or, more in general, many resolution-scale
features (e.g., urban areas), fractal dimension estimates evaluated starting from enhanced spotlight
and stripmap images may significantly differ, and, this time, the higher sensitivity to small objects and
to man-made typical structures (i.e., buildings, streets, etc.) of fractal dimension maps estimated
from spotlight acquisitions is a convenient feature to distinguish and identify such structures.
This discussion was also confirmed from the pixel-wise analysis of the image obtained from the
difference of the two maps. In this case, we implemented a feature-based data fusion, showing how it
is possible to identify meaningful land-cover classes (e.g., trees).

The presented results provide a new basis for the development of further data fusion techniques
based on the combined use of multi-operational data. In fact, the combination of fractal dimension
values obtained from stripmap and spotlight data is not trivial, and should be based not simply on the
classical trade-off between coverage and resolution, but also on the specific application. In general,
if we are interested in obtaining a reliable estimate of the fractal dimension of the observed natural
scene, stripmap images should be chosen in view of economic and computational considerations
(stripmap data are significantly less expensive than spotlight data and the number of samples for equal
sized areas is lower). In turn, the combination of fractal dimension maps obtained from stripmap
and spotlight images can be used to identify areas on the scene presenting non-fractal behavior (e.g.,
urban areas).
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