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Abstract: Multispectral imagery from unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) can provide high-
resolution data to map tree mortality caused by pests or diseases. Although many studies
have investigated UAV-imagery-based methods to detect trees under acute stress followed
by tree mortality, few have tested the feasibility and accuracy of detecting trees under
chronic stress. This study aims to develop methods and test how well UAV-based multi-
spectral imagery can detect pine needle disease long before tree mortality. Multispectral
images were acquired four times through the growing season in an area with pine trees
infected by needle pathogens. Vegetation indices (VIs) were used to quantify the decline in
vitality, which was verified by tree needle retention (%) estimated from the ground. Results
showed that several VIs had strong correlations with the needle retention level and were
used to identify severely defoliated trees (<75% needle retention) with 0.71 overall classi-
fication accuracy, while the accuracy of detecting slightly defoliated trees (>75% needle
retention) was very low. The results from one study area also implied more defoliation
observed from the UAV (top view) than from the ground (bottom view). We conclude that
using UAV-based multispectral imagery can efficiently identify severely defoliated trees
caused by needle-cast pathogens, thus assisting forest health monitoring.

Keywords: unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV); multispectral imagery; pine needle disease;
Lophodermium; forest monitoring; surveillance

1. Introduction

Coniferous forests that include Pinus species are a valuable natural resource that plays
a crucial role in carbon sequestration, providing habitat to support biodiversity and the
provisioning of other ecosystem services. In Fennoscandian boreal forests, Scots pine (Pinus
sylvestris) is a dominant and economically important species, e.g., in Sweden, comprising
about 39% of the standing forest volume (SLU, 2024), and has a wide ecological amplitude
that is able to tolerate a range of soil conditions (Krakau et al. 2013). Despite being an
isohydric species [1], Scots pine can be very sensitive to drought [2—4]. In addition, Scots
pine is susceptible to several Ascomycota pathogens that cause needle blight or needle-
cast diseases which reduce the photosynthetic capacity of needles, leading to premature
defoliation, loss of tree vitality, and in severe cases, tree death. Examples of this include
Dothistroma septosporum, Lophodermella sulcigena and species of Lophodermium including
L. pinastri, L. seditiosum and L. conigenum [5-8]. Aside from the negative implications on
tree growth that are expected with the increased frequency and severity of drought events,
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climate change will increase the susceptibility of trees to biotic agents, including fungal
pathogens which can accelerate the mortality of already weakened trees [9-11]. Moreover,
changes in temperature, precipitation and humidity patterns can make conditions more
favorable for pathogens development, whereby even latent infections by fungi considered
to be endophytes can become opportunistic and cause disease on the host plant [12,13].

The traditional surveillance of forests using ground-based surveys is a valuable strat-
egy to account for current and periodic forest health conditions and can guide disease
management approaches to reduce potential losses in productivity. However, such surveys
are extremely laborious, costly, logistically challenging and only feasible at a small scale
(i.e., plot level). In addition, ground surveys based on visual assessments alone can be influ-
enced by human bias and potentially lead to inaccurate estimations of disease symptoms
(e.g., foliar discoloration) and the degree of defoliation and therefore skew estimates of
severity and spatial distribution of damage. Remote sensing technologies, including the use
of unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) [14], are emerging as a valuable tool for monitoring
forest health conditions that can alleviate the human bias and uncertainty expected of
in situ surveys and allow for increased operational flexibility to provide coverage over
large remote or inaccessible areas. High spatial and temporal resolution data can be cap-
tured from sensors based on subtle changes in the pigmentation composition of foliage
(e.g., chlorophyll and carotenoid) resulting from reduced photosynthesis activity which
may not be visible to the human eye [15-17]. These spectral or structural features associated
with responses of trees to abiotic- or biotic-induced stress can also be detected during the
early stages of infection, which is often critical timing for making informed decisions for
disease management to possibly curb disease outbreaks.

Nevertheless, different stress agents can cause different degrees of damage in trees, and
therefore, using remote sensing to identify damage can be easy or challenging, depending
on the stress agents involved. Some stress agents can cause acute stress and mortality
within one growing season, such as the wood-boring pest European spruce bark beetle
(Ips typographus L.) and pine wilt disease (PWD) caused by nematodes [18]. When trees
experience such acute stress and stop physiological activities, their spectral signature can
be used to identify them before their symptoms become visible to human eyes [17,19].
Other stress agents can cause chronic tree physiological reactions and symptoms, such as
drought, root rot caused by fungi or oomycetes, and needle-cast or blight diseases caused
by various fungal pathogens. Due to the limited physiological reactions and symptoms to
such chronic stress, some studies have shown it to be challenging to identify chronically
stressed trees with high accuracy [20]. A systematic review identified 99 publications
using UAV-based sensors on tree health monitoring published between 2012 and 2021.
Only 5.6% and 8.0% of the publications investigated stress caused by drought and fungal
pathogens, respectively [14]. Currently, there is a lack of research on detecting chronic
stress using UAV-based methods, and the limited number of studies has shown that it is
challenging to achieve high accuracy. Therefore, more efforts are needed to investigate
and develop methodologies for chronic stress detection. In 2021, a local outbreak of pine
needle disease was reported in mid-rotation Scots pine stands in southeastern Sweden.
Reconnaissance surveys indicated that trees exhibited both recent and prolonged exposure
to infection by one or more needle-cast pathogens, causing the discoloration and premature
defoliation of needle cohorts in the upper and lower tree crown (Matsiakh et al. manuscript
in preparation). The objective of this study was to (1) develop suitable methods for data
acquisition and analysis using multispectral UAV images for detecting pine trees that are
physiologically stressed as a result of pine needle-cast disease and (2) test the sensitivity
of spectral signatures for indicating the degree of damage based on the amount of crown
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defoliation and the early-onset physiological stress caused by needle disease while in a
pre-symptomatic phase.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area and Field Observations

The study site was located near Nybro in Kalmar county, southeastern Sweden (lati-
tude 56.46274°N, longitude 15.75898°E) (Figure 1). The site is approximately 110 m above
sea level and comprised of predominantly Scots pine mixed with Norway spruce. The site
experiences a temperate climate (total annual rainfall = 628 mm, mean annual temperature
= 6.5 °C) and mesic soils. Two stands in the production forest were surveyed to estimate
the incidence and severity of disease. Trees in Stand 1 were approximately 70 years old and
in Stand 2 were 45 years old; the site index for both sites is T26. Nine and six plots with a
10 m radius were established in Stands 1 and 2, respectively (Table 1), and the inventory
was carried out in June. The amount of remaining needles of each tree was estimated per
upper and lower half of the tree crown as 100%, 75% and 50%, and then averaged to give
an overall severity rating per tree (Figure 2).

- PlotID
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Background: Image C
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Figure 1. Study area located in southern Sweden (a), plot and tree locations (b), symptomatic needles
showing chlorosis and brown spots caused by fungal pathogens (c), and photos showing variable
crown symptoms and defoliation of mature Scots pine trees in May (d), June (e), and August (f); red
circle denotes symptomatic branches. Plots 1-6 were in Stand No. 2 and Plots 9-14 were in Stand No. 1.
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Figure 2. Distribution of needle retention (%) based on disease severity scoring of trees inventoried
from the fieldwork.
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Table 1. Stand and plot info.

Stand No. Plot No.

Number of Trees Mean DBH  Mean Height =~ Number of Number of

with Location Info (cm) (m) Healthy Trees Infested Trees

1 22 18.3 15.6 1 21

2 16 20.4 16.6 1 15

3 16 221 17.2 3 13

4 19 18.1 15.9 7 12

1 6 15 18.8 15.0 4 11
7 21 17.1 15.5 8 13

8 20 19.9 16.5 5 15

9 20 19.0 15.1 8 12
Sum/Average 149 17.8 15.1 37 112

1 18 25.3 18.0 6 12

2 14 26.2 18.3 0 14

3 22 24.7 17.9 6 16

2 4 16 25.5 19.6 1 15

5 13 29.8 22,5 4 9

6 21 23.7 18.4 5 16

Sum/Average 104 25.2 18.8 22 82
Total/ Average 253 20.6 16.5 59 194

2.2. Drone Image Acquisition and Preprocessing

Drone images were acquired four times (Table 2) from the study area using a MAIA
52 multispectral camera (SAL Engineering Srl, Russi, Italy, and Eoptis Srl, Trento, Italy)
mounted on a DJIM210 RTK drone (SZ DJI Technology Co., Ltd., Shenzhen, China, Figure 3).
The camera had nine spectral bands with wavelengths similar to those of images from the
satellite Sentinel-2 (Table 3). The drone flew 120 m above ground with 80% forward and side
overlap, generating a nominal ground sampling distance (GSD) of 6 cm. Raw images from
MAIA camera were post-processed with the MAIA image-processing software (MAIA-1.4),
including geometric correction, co-registration of each band, radiometric correction of the
border effects, and radiometric correction using data from the MAIA Incident Light Sensor
(ILS). The post-processed images (Figure 4a) were used to generate orthomosaic images
(Figure 4b) using Agisoft Metashape Professional (Version 1.7.2, Copyright 2021 Agisoft
LLC,, St. Petersburg, Russia), including aligning photos, optimizing alignment, building
a dense cloud, building digital surface models (DSMs), and building orthomosaics. The
orthomosaic images were radiometrically transformed to reflectance (Figure 4c) using the
known reflectance of the reference panels (1 m x 1 m). The four orthomosaic images were
manually georeferenced with each other. In the following sections, the four orthomosaic
images acquired at the four times were denoted as Images T1, T2, T3, and T4.

Table 2. Image number and acquired conditions.

Image Acquired Time Illumination Condition  Solar Elevation
T1 30 June 2022 13:15 Sunny 54.4
T2 31 August 2022 10:05 Sunny 36.9
T3 23 September 2022 11:12 Cloudy 32.7

T4 23 September 2022 09:55 Sunny 28.5
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(b) (c)

Figure 3. The MAIA camera (a), MAIA ILS (b), DJI Matrice 210 RTK drone, and the radiometric
reference targets by the sampling plots (c).

Table 3. Summary of the MAIA S2 multispectral camera specifications.

Band no. Color Center Wavelength (nm) Bandwidth (nm)
1 Violet 443 20
2 Blue 490 65
3 Green 560 35
4 Red 665 30
5 Red-edge 1 705 15
6 Red-edge 2 740 15
7 Red-edge 3 783 20
8 NIR 1 842 115
9 NIR 2 865 20

@ (b)

Figure 4. A post-processed MAIA image from June (a), and an orthomosaic image before (b) and after

(c) radiometric correction using the radiometric reference targets. The images are illustrated with the
red (665 nm), green (560 nm), and blue (490 nm) bands. The numbers in (b,c) are plot numbers.

2.3. Image Segmentation and Crown Spectrum Calculation

We used marker-controlled watershed segmentation presented by [21] to obtain the
crown images of individual trees. The segmentation was first conducted on the green-
band image, and the same mask was used for all the other bands. First, the images were
smoothed by a Gaussian filter, and the local maxima were obtained as the tree tops and
used as the markers for the watershed segmentation (Figure 5a). Then, the segmentation
(Figure 5b) was conducted using the SegmentTrees tool in the Lidar Toolbox in Matlab
(R2021b, MathWorks, Inc., Natick, MA, USA). Meanwhile, the pixels of the forest floor were
masked out by calculating the Normalized Green-Red Difference Index (NGRDI, Table 4,
Index 7, Figure 5b) from smoothed images and excluding the pixels with NGRDI < 0.15
(selected by visual evaluation of the masking results). Forest gaps with dark pixels were
masked out by the reflectance of the green band < 0.05 [21]. The tree tops obtained from the
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images were then matched with tree locations measured from the field, and the inventoried
health status and needle retention levels were linked to the crown segments (Figure 5b).
Crown segments were obtained (Figure 5c), and this study also tested the effective radius
of crown segments on estimating the tree vitality (Figure 5d). Spectral reflectance was
averaged from pixels within 0.25 m, 0.5 m, 0.75 m, and up to 2 m radius of a treetop
(brightest pixel in the green band), respectively, and the averaged spectral reflectance was
used to classify healthy and infected trees with comparison between different radii.

Orthomosaic images
(Figure 4c)
¥

Marker-controlled watershed segmentation
(Figure 5b and 5¢))
Detect local maximum as the markers from the green band.
2. Use the markers for watershed segmentation on the green
band and obtained crown masks.
3. Implement the masks on every band.

=

Mask out non-vegetation pixels
(Figure 5c)
1. Mask out forest-floor pixels (NGRDI<0.15).
2. Mask out crown-gap pixels (green band <0.05).

Crown segments g Match with ground truth
(Figure 5d) i (Figure 5c¢)
|

Test segmenting radius
(Figure 5e)

Figure 5. Cont.
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Figure 5. Segmentation of individual tree crowns from Image C at Stand 1 Plot 7. (a) A flowchart
of the segmentation. (b) A true-color image covers 48 x 48 m area with the red circle marking the
plot area with 15 m radius and red triangles marking the local maximum being the markers for the
segmentation. (c) A true-color image covers 48 X 48 m area with the red circle marking the plot area
with 15 m radius, white * and red dots marking the paired tree locations from the image and the field
inventory, and yellow dots marking the tree locations inventoried from the fieldwork but missing
from the image. The forest floor areas were masked from the background image, showing black.
(d) Segments of individual tree crowns from the plot image. (e) Segments of individual tree crowns
showing pixels within 1 m and 0.5 m radius (marked as red lines) to the center pixel.

2.4. Vegetation Indices and Estimation of Tree Vitality

After obtaining the average reflectance from crown segments, we first presented
the spectral signatures of trees with different health statuses and tested the bands with
significant differences between the following tree groups in different images:

e  Group A: healthy trees;
e  Group B: infected trees with needle retention > 75%;
e  Group C: infected trees with needle retention < 75%.

The significance was tested between (1) Group A and Group B + C, and (2) Groups
B and C, using a two-sided Wilcoxon rank sum test, which hypothesizes samples from
continuous distributions with equal medians against the alternative that they are not.
Fourteen vegetation indices (IVs, Table 4) were calculated and selected to estimate the
health status. Linear Discriminant Analysis (LDA) was used to evaluate and compare the
capacity of each VI to discriminate trees with different health statuses. LDA models the
difference between the classes of data, and thus, the classification accuracy can indicate
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how well each VI of damaged trees separates from healthy trees [17,21-23]. Four models

were tested in the study to present the separability of those groups:

Model I classified Group A vs. B + C;
Model II classified Group A vs. Bvs. C;
Model III classified Group A vs. C;
Model IV classified Group B vs. C.

In each model, samples were randomly selected to balance the sample size from

each group, and classification accuracy, i.e., the number of correctly classified samples in

proportion to all samples, was averaged by 20 times of random sample selection. Overall

accuracy was calculated as the ratio between correctly classified samples and all samples.

Results from Stands 1 and 2 were presented separately because of the potential difference

between stands.

In addition, the classification results were further validated based on the VIs distribu-

tion. For example, if the VIs indicated infected trees with higher vitality than healthy trees,

the classification was determined as invalidated, as LDA can only present the separability

between several groups without testing whether the distributions were reasonable.

Table 4. Details of the vegetation indices (VIs) used.

Definition for MAIA S2/Sentinel-2 Bands

No. Abbr. Name (https://www.indexdatabase.de/ References
accessed on 30 November 2023)
Red-edge inflection (Red+Red_edge3)
1 REIP ! ==~ —Red_edgel 24
point (guyot) 700 + < Red_%edgeZ—Red_edgel ) x40 [24]

Multiple Ratio Disease-Water Red_edgel _ Red_edgel

2 MR-DSWI1 Stress Index 1 Green Red_edge3 21]
Multiple Ratio Disease-Water Red_edgel _ Red_edgel NIR2

3 MR-DSWI2 Stress Index 2 Green Red_edge3 ™ Red_edge3 [21]
Multiple Ratio Disease-Water Red_edgel _ Red_edgel Red

4 MR-DSWI3 Stress Index 3 Green Red_edge3 Grgen [21]
Multiple Ratio Disease-Water Red_edgel _ Red_edgel NIR2 Red

5 MR-DSWI4 Stress Index 4 Green Red_edge3  Red_edge3 Grgen [21]

Normalized Difference Red-edge Red_edge3—Red_edgel
6 NDRE2 Index 2 Red_edge3+Red_edgel [25]
Normalized Green—Red Green—Red
7 NGRDI Difference Index Green-+Red [26]
Normalized Difference NIR2—Red
8 NDVI Vegetation Index NIR2+Red [27]
(Green—Red)+(Green—Blue)

9 GLI Green Leaf Index (GreenJrRed)JrlgGreenJrBlue) [28]

10 PBI Plant Biochemical Index A [29]
Green Normalized Difference NIR2—Green

1 GNDVI Vegetation Index NIR2+Green [30]

12 CIG Chlorophyll Index Green g rlelgfl - [31]

13 CVI Chlorophyll Vegetation Index % [32]

Normalized Difference Red-edge NIR2—Red_edge3
14 NDRE3 Index 3 NIR2+Red_edge3 [33]
3. Results

3.1. Crown Segmentation

After crown segmentation and matching with field data, 123 trees out of 149 trees were

successfully segmented from all four images in Stand 1 and 99 out of 104 trees from Stand

2 (Table 5). The segmentation success rates were 90%, 89%, 94%, and 90%, respectively,

using Images T1, T2, T3, and T4. Undersegmentation occurred in trees with small crowns
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or when two tree crowns were close to each other. The success rate was higher in Image T3,
which was acquired under diffused light conditions, while the other images were acquired
under direct light with shadows and bright forest floor in the images, thus influencing the
watershed segmentation. Figure 6 shows the distribution of needle retention in Stands 1
and 2.

Table 5. Number of trees segmented from images.

Number of Trees Inventoried Number of Trees Segmented from the Images
Stand No.  Plot No.
Healthy Infected All T1 T2 T3 T4 All  Healthy Infected

1 1 21 22 19 17 22 20 15 1 14

2 1 15 16 14 16 16 16 14 0 14

3 3 13 16 14 15 16 16 14 2 12

4 7 12 19 18 18 19 19 18 6 12

1 6 4 11 15 13 15 15 15 13 3 10
7 8 13 21 20 19 20 18 15 4 11

8 5 15 20 20 19 19 19 17 4 13

9 8 12 20 19 19 20 18 17 7 10

Sum 37 112 149 137 138 147 141 123 27 96

1 6 12 18 17 17 18 17 17 5 12

2 0 14 14 14 14 14 14 14 0 14

3 6 16 22 22 21 22 22 21 6 15

2 4 1 15 16 16 16 16 15 15 1 14

5 4 9 13 13 13 13 12 12 3 9

6 5 16 21 21 20 21 21 20 5 15

Sum 22 82 104 103 101 104 101 99 20 79
Total 16.5 59 268 240 239 251 242 222 47 175

507
Il Stand 1
40

(98]
(=]

Number of trees
[\®)
()

S

| I Stand 2 |
37.5 50 00

62.5 75 87.5 1
Needle retention (%)

Figure 6. Distribution of the needle retention based on disease severity scoring in two stands from
the trees with successfully segmented crown images.

3.2. Spectral Signatures and Significant Tests

The spectral signatures of different tree groups from different images and stands are
presented in Figure 7. When a tree becomes infected and reduces vitality, the chlorophyll
concentration usually decreases, causing decreases in the reflectance of Bands 1-5 while
increasing in Bands 6-9. In this study, we assumed healthy trees to have higher vitality
and thus higher chlorophyll concentration than infected trees, and so did the infected trees
with needle retention > 75% compared to ones with needle retention < 75%. In Stand 1,
Bands 14 from infected trees had significantly higher reflectances than healthy trees in
Images T1 and T3, while no significant differences were observed between infected trees
with different needle retention levels (Figure 7al,a2). Significant differences were also
found in Image T4 in Bands 6-9. However, the variations of those bands within groups
in Image T4 were also large. In Stand 2, many bands from healthy and infected trees
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significantly differed in Images T3 and T4. However, the reflectances were opposite to
what was assumed, indicating that healthy trees were more stressed or defoliated than
the infected trees. When comparing infected trees with different needle retention levels in

Stand 2, Bands 14 showed significantly higher reflectances among trees with more severe
defoliation, matching our assumption that infected trees with lower needle retention were

more stressed and had lower vitality.

Image T1 Image T2 Image T3 Image T4
0.6 - ~*Healthy 0.6 ~*Healthy 0.6 | ~*Healthy 0.6 | ~*Healthy
é —#-Infected é —#-Infected qé —#-Infected é —#*-Infected
s | 5] L |51 5]
5 0.4 S 0.4 5 0.4 S 0.4
5] 51 |51 51
lrl:"02'*“' * ok ok %02' %02 %02
T ~ e o
123 456789 1 23 456789 123 456 789 1 23 456789
Band number Band number Band number Band number
(al)
Image T1 Image T2 Image T3 Image T4
0.6 - ... Infected with 0.6 .- Infected with 0.6} ..a. Infected with 0.6} ..a. Infected with
3 re{enlion>75% ’*‘_.....* 3 re{enlion>75% e 3 relemion>?5% . 3 relemion>75% “"'-.ﬁ..*
g _ Infected with =] .. Infected with * =] . Infected with ~ §~ =] . Infected with
13 04~ retention<75% ‘g 04 retention<75% ‘g 0.4 retention<75% '." ‘g 04 rctcution<75%.."
2oz 4 202 F 202 Py 2o2 d**
0 *__...-'.*..*v oL *..ﬁ..*» o *._*..ﬂ..*“ i ‘___*.-&.,!,.-
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 1 23 4 5 6 7 8 9 1 23 4 5 6 7 8 9 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
Band number Band number Band number Band number
(a2)
0.6 | ~*Healthy 0.6 | ~*Healthy 0.6 | ~*Healthy 0.6 ~* Healthy
é —#-Infected E —#*-Infected § —#*-Infected ::d —#*-Infected
= = = ]
504 504 504 504"
o1 o] o] 5]
% 0.2 % 0.2 % 0.2 % 0.2
e 2 2 U 2o.
0 0 0 0
123 456789 123456789 123 456789 123 456789
Band number Band number Band number Band number
(b1)
Image T1 Image T2 Image T3 Image T4
0.6 . Infected with 0.6 ‘ __*_‘Infected with 0.6 . Infected with 0.6/ .- Infected with
8 relention>75% *__*--ﬁ 2 retemion>75% e ) 3 retemion>75% S 2 retemion>75% .‘.*'"."*
s . Infected with g™ s __*_‘Infcclcd with -~ g .., Infected with "".— § .. Infected with *
‘g 0.4 retention<75% ‘g 0.4 retention<75% / ‘g 0.4 retention<75% ;' 2 0.4 retention<75% #
= J = I = / = §
202 % * * * M 0.2‘ * k x J 202 % * * 7 202 ‘,
o, ot R o, b, e
0 oW T 0l L i | 0 e AN S E— 0| e - -
1 23 45 6 7 89 1 23 45 6 7 8 9 1 23 45 6 7 89 1 23 45 6 7 89
Band number Band number Band number Band number
(b2)

Figure 7. Spectral signatures of tree groups in Stand 1 (al,a2) and Stand 2 (b1,b2) from four different
images. (al,b1) show spectral signatures of healthy and infected trees, and (a2,b2) show spectral
signatures of infected trees with >75% needle retention and <75% needle retention.

3.3. Effective Radius of the Segmentation

The effective radius was first studied by comparing the classification accuracy when
using different crown radii from the tree segments. The accuracy between 0.25 and 0.5 m
radii was similar, while most VIs in most images decreased when the radius was increased
from 0.5 to 2 m (Figure 8). We used 0.5 m as the radius in the following analysis. Note that
the accuracy of different Vls in Figure 8 was insufficient to evaluate the classification, as
more detailed analyses were needed and presented in the following sections.
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Figure 8. The obtained separability when using different radii on the tree segments to average the

reflectance in Stands 1 (a) and 2 (b).
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3.4. Effective VIs and the Distribution

In Stand 1, the classification accuracy was higher when using Images T1 and T3
(Table 6). Using VIs including MRDWSI3, NGRDI, NDVI, GLI obtained higher accuracy
than using other tested ones. The accuracy was higher when classifying Group A (healthy)
and Group C (severely defoliated trees, needle retention < 75%), while the accuracy was
very low with other classification models, implying that VIs could only indicate when trees
have severe stress and damage in Stand 1. The highest accuracy was 0.71 using NGRDI on
Image T3 to distinguish healthy and severely defoliated trees (Table 6). The distribution
of the VIs of different classes also indicated that the severely defoliated trees were more
stressed and damaged than the healthy ones (Figure 9al-a4). However, the 6VIs between
images, which can theoretically indicate tree growth within a growing season, showed no
stable trend that the healthy group grew more than the infected groups (Figure 9c1-c4).

Table 6. Classification accuracy using different images and different VIs with image radius = 0.5. The
relatively high classification accuracy validated with the VIs distribution is highlighted.

Classification I Classification II Classification III Classification IV
Stand Avs.B+C Avs.Bvs. C Avs.C Bvs.C
an VIs
No. Image Image Image Image Image Image Image Image Image Image Image Image Image Image Image Image

T1 T2 T3 T1 T2 T3 T4 T4 T1 T2 T3 T4 T1 T2 T3 T4

REIP 0.50 0.54 0.49 0.59 0.34 0.37 0.35 0.39 0.56 0.50 0.51 0.62 0.52 0.56 0.56 0.52

MR-DSWI1 0.60 0.56 0.53 0.53 0.43 0.40 0.39 0.36 0.61 0.55 0.57 0.52 0.54 0.54 0.57 0.53

MR-DSWI2 0.62 0.58 0.54 0.54 0.43 0.40 0.40 0.35 0.62 0.56 0.57 0.51 0.54 0.53 0.56 0.53

MR-DSWI3 0.66 0.62 0.57 0.58 0.46 0.41 0.42 0.38 0.67 0.57 0.67 0.57 0.56 0.54 0.57 0.50

MR-DSWI4 0.64 0.61 0.61 0.58 0.46 0.42 0.43 0.37 0.64 0.59 0.67 0.56 0.56 0.54 0.57 0.50

NDRE2 0.64 0.55 0.59 0.51 0.45 0.39 0.40 0.36 0.66 0.55 0.60 0.52 0.57 0.53 0.56 0.53

NGRDI 0.68 0.58 0.67 0.60 0.47 0.39 0.49 0.43 0.68 0.52 0.71 0.61 0.52 0.54 0.62 0.56

1 NDVI 0.67 0.58 0.61 0.56 0.49 0.40 0.44 0.37 0.69 0.58 0.68 0.55 0.56 0.52 0.59 0.51

GLI 0.66 0.54 0.64 0.64 0.45 0.40 0.45 0.44 0.65 0.52 0.65 0.68 0.49 0.53 0.54 0.53

PBI 0.64 0.57 0.60 0.55 0.46 0.40 0.41 0.38 0.67 0.57 0.63 0.56 0.54 0.51 0.53 0.52

GNDVI 0.63 0.61 0.57 0.54 0.44 0.41 0.40 0.41 0.64 0.61 0.56 0.57 0.53 0.53 0.51 0.53

CIG 0.63 0.59 0.62 0.54 0.45 0.38 0.40 0.38 0.65 0.55 0.63 0.56 0.55 0.52 0.51 0.52

CVI 0.63 0.57 0.60 0.53 0.45 0.39 0.41 0.36 0.68 0.55 0.62 0.54 0.53 0.51 0.49 0.55

NDRE3 0.53 0.54 0.55 0.63 0.37 0.37 0.37 0.46 0.54 0.57 0.55 0.71 0.51 0.54 0.54 0.67

REIP 0.59 0.59 0.74 0.73 0.42 0.39 0.49 0.51 0.52 0.60 0.78 0.76 0.59 0.51 0.53 0.55

MR-DSWI1 0.54 0.57 0.63 0.69 0.43 0.39 0.43 0.48 0.57 0.51 0.64 0.67 0.60 0.57 0.47 0.52

MR-DSWI2 0.51 0.57 0.63 0.67 0.43 0.39 0.43 0.47 0.56 0.51 0.62 0.68 0.60 0.57 0.45 0.52

MR-DSWI3 0.57 0.51 0.56 0.53 0.44 0.41 0.41 0.38 0.62 0.52 0.52 0.50 0.61 0.63 0.59 0.56

MR-DSWI4 0.55 0.52 0.54 0.53 0.44 0.42 0.38 0.36 0.65 0.54 0.50 0.52 0.63 0.62 0.58 0.54

NDRE2 0.53 0.53 0.62 0.66 0.43 0.41 0.42 0.46 0.54 0.52 0.61 0.66 0.64 0.62 0.56 0.51

NGRDI 0.58 0.53 0.53 0.55 0.43 043 0.37 0.43 0.70 0.57 0.52 0.60 0.69 0.63 0.58 0.57

2 NDVI 0.53 0.53 0.55 0.53 0.44 0.44 0.41 0.40 0.60 0.55 0.52 0.52 0.68 0.64 0.63 0.59

GLI 0.57 0.55 0.52 0.57 0.47 0.45 0.38 0.41 0.70 0.63 0.55 0.64 0.69 0.62 0.63 0.59

PBI 0.56 0.52 0.66 0.62 0.49 0.37 0.45 0.43 0.60 0.53 0.62 0.62 0.66 0.54 0.52 0.50

GNDVI 0.53 0.52 0.66 0.62 0.43 0.39 0.45 0.44 0.56 0.54 0.64 0.62 0.61 0.54 0.56 0.51

CIG 0.53 0.52 0.65 0.64 0.43 0.37 0.44 0.43 0.55 0.54 0.65 0.62 0.63 0.53 0.53 0.51

CVI 0.54 0.54 0.63 0.63 0.43 0.40 0.42 0.43 0.64 0.56 0.61 0.56 0.57 0.54 0.53 0.55

NDRE3 0.54 0.52 0.67 0.75 0.37 0.36 0.47 0.52 0.54 0.50 0.70 0.77 0.56 0.56 0.57 0.56

In Stand 2, many VIs indicated that the vitality of Group A (healthy) was lower than
that of Group B (needle retention > 75%), higher than that of Group C (needle retention
< 75%), and higher than that of Group B + C (Figure 9). Therefore, the classification
accuracy of Classifications I and II was high if the indication mentioned above was true;
otherwise, the classification was based on the wrong assumption. Classifications III and
VI still classified Group A as having higher vitality than Group C and Group B as having
higher vitality than Group C; therefore, the classification matched with the assumption that
healthy trees should have higher vitality than infected trees. Similarly with Stand 1, VIs
including MRDWSI3, NGRDI, NDVI, and GLI obtained higher accuracy on Image T1 but
not Image T3. Moreover, the accuracy of distinguishing Groups B and C was also relatively
high using Image T1, which was followed by Image T2 and T3. Similar to Stand 1, 6VIs in
Stand 2 indicated tree growth throughout the season, but there was no clear trend that the
healthy ones grew more than the infected ones (Figure 9d1-d4).
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Figure 9. Distribution of VIs of Groups A, B, and C in Stand 1 (al-a4) and Stand 2 (b1-b4), and
distribution of $VIs in Stand 1 (c1-c4) and Stand 2 (d1-d4).

3.5. Regression of Needle Retention

Linear relationships between the four VIs and the needle retention (%) were found
when calculating the group average (Figure 10). In Stand 1, the correlation between group
foliation and group average VIs was very strong in Images T1 and T3, e.g., R? of 0.99 when
using NGRDI in Image T3 (Figure 10a). However, the linear relationship was not as strong
for Stand 2 when including tree groups with all levels of defoliation. The VIs indicated
that the vitality of the group with 62.5% needle retention was always lower than the group
with 87.5% needle retention with all VIs and in all images. However, the tree group with
75% needle retention was an outlier in many images, and the vitality of healthy trees was
lower on average than the group with 87.5% needle retention in all images.

Although the linear relationships between the VIs and needle retention were clear
at the group level, the inner-group variation was very large, resulting in low accuracy in
distinguishing healthy and infected trees or infected trees with different defoliation levels
at the individual tree scale. The study did not find a clear trend in the seasonal effect, as
the accuracy on Stand 1 was similar when using images from June and September, and the
accuracy on Stand 2 was higher when using the image from June. Rather than a seasonal
effect, the light condition of the image influenced the estimation more obviously, as Images
T3 and T4 were from the same day in September, but the accuracy was higher when using
the image with diffused light (T3).
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Figure 10. Scatter plots of the VIs of each tree in different needle retention groups and the linear
relationship between the group needle retention and average VIs in Stands 1 (a) and 2 (b).

4. Discussion

This study explored how well UAV-based multispectral images could be used to
estimate tree vitality decline caused by pine needle pathogens and how well the spectral
features obtained from the UAV images matched the visual interpretation of the disease
from the ground. Unlike many other studies on detecting acute stress that later led to rapid
mortality, this study investigated the detection of trees under chronic stress with minor
symptoms. According to the field inventory, almost half of the infected trees had only
12.5% needle loss, and most of the other half had 25-37.5% defoliation. Such minor
symptoms made it challenging to estimate the infection level accurately from ground or
UAV images.
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This challenge was shown from two perspectives in this study. First, this study
calculated many VIs shown in previous studies to positively correlate with leaf mass
and chlorophyll content. However, those VIs are known to have saturation effects, i.e.,
stop increasing the values with increasing leaf mass when it comes to large values. The
saturation effect could explain the better accuracy in distinguishing healthy trees and
trees that lost more than 25% of their needles but were not sensitive to smaller needle
retention changes. The low ability to identify trees with mild chronic stress using UAV-
based multispectral images was also demonstrated in a study on ash dieback trees infected
by Hymenoscyphus fraxineus. Although 100% user accuracy was obtained for the class with
50-80% dieback, the classification results showed large confusion between classes with
less damage with a kappa coefficient of 0.34 for five-class classification (0, 0-5%, 5-20%,
20-50%, 50-80%). Even when classifying trees with damage levels below and above 5%, the
accuracy was unsatisfactory (kappa coefficient of 0.67). The same data and classification
methods were used to classify healthy trees and trees infested with spruce bark beetle Ips
typographus, and the classification accuracy was much higher (kappa coefficient of 0.73),
highlighting that it was more challenging to identify trees with mild damage under chronic
stress than acute stress [34].

Second, determining the needle retention level for each tree was challenging during
the fieldwork and could lead to bias in reference data. The trees in the study were mature
and 15-20 m tall, so it was difficult to see through tree crowns and visually estimate the
defoliation on the upper part of the crown. The bias was more pronounced in Stand
2, where trees were bigger and taller than trees in Stand 1 (average height of 18.8 m vs.
15.1 m). The VIs showed that some trees were stressed, and symptoms of discoloration
of some trees could be seen from the UAV images (Figure Al). However, the symptoms
could not be seen from the ground and thus were inventoried as healthy trees. This result
underscores the importance of UAV imagery, as it can assist in the (early) detection and
monitoring of forest health with the high ability to capture detailed information from the
upper tree canopy. Our results showed a strong correlation between group-averaged VIs
and needle retention in Stand 1, indicating VIs could be good indicators of the damage
level. Using the same VIs for Stand 2 might result in a better estimation of the damage
level than the visual estimation from the field. Although the identification accuracy of
around 0.70 obtained in this study might not be satisfactory for monitoring purposes, it was
relatively high compared to other studies on chronic diseases. For example, a study used
a UAV-based camera to investigate the identification of spruce health issues associated
with stem damage caused by mechanical means or biotic (Armillaria ostoyae) factors. The
study found a significant difference (p < 0.05) in NDVI between healthy trees and trees with
mechanical damage and resin exudation, the latter of which is commonly associated with
basal lesions caused by A. ostoyae. However, the distribution of NDVI shown in the figure
had large overlapping values between the healthy and damaged groups, indicating poor
classification accuracy when separating the two groups [35]. Another study used a UAV-
based thermal camera to analyze how the canopy temperature could indicate trees with
red band needle blight disease caused by the fungus Dothistroma septosporum on diseased
Scots pine. The infection level was estimated from the ground as the proportion of infected
to uninfected tree crowns, which was expressed as a percentage of total live crown length.
Correlation was found between canopy temperature depression and disease level with
R? between 0.27 and 0.41 [36]. A study used UAV-based hyperspectral images to classify
healthy trees, trees with the root rot pathogen Heterobasidion annosum, and trees in the
early stage of spruce bark beetle (I. typographus) infestation. The model identified 18 out of
28 trees infested by bark beetles, but only 3 out of 16 trees with root rot [20], underscoring
the challenges to identifying chronic diseases than acute infection, which was similar to the
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findings of [34]. A study used UAV images to detect brown spot needle blight caused by
Lecanosticta acicola (synonym = Mycosphaeralla dearnessii), and the detection accuracy was
59-67% for diseased trees, although deep learning models were used [32]. High accuracy
was only obtained in a study using close-range sensing (UAV images from 7-15 m altitude)
to estimate the disease severity of spruce infected by the needle rust pathogen Chrysomyxa
rhododendri, which can cause defoliation, reduced tree growth and hinder regeneration. A
significant linear correlation between the disease severity and image analysis characteristics
was found with an R? of 0.98 [33].

This study also explored factors that might affect the identification, e.g., images ac-
quired from different seasons, different light conditions, and crown reflectance calculation.
The results from the spectral analysis demonstrated no seasonal trend of disease develop-
ment or decline in tree vitality during one growing season, as evidenced by (1) the spectral
separability of healthy and infected groups, which did not increase by the end of the season,
and (2) the fact that many VIs still increased in value from June to September, indicating all
trees, even the infected ones, still grew and increased leaf mass and chlorophyll content
(Figure 9b1-b4,c1-c4). When a tree is severely infected and suffers massive defoliation,
water relations are altered and photosynthetic activity is reduced, consequently slowing
tree growth [36]. However, the infected trees in this study did not show a trend of slowing
down growth compared to the healthy ones, as indicated by the 6VIs (Figure 9b1-b4,cl—c4).
The study highlighted the differences in detecting trees under acute and chronic stress.
Trees under acute stress, such as European bark beetle infestation and pine wilt disease
caused by the pine wood nematode (Bursaphelenchus xylophilus), usually show seasonal
effects that are easy to detect declining trees late in the season but challenging at the early
stage [21,37-39]. In contrast, trees exhibiting chronic stress like those in our study could be
detected throughout the season.

Nevertheless, different classification accuracies appeared using different images T1 to
T4, which was probably due to the tree phenology and light conditions of the images. The
detection was better using images T1 (June 30), when trees started growing new needles,
and T3 (September 23), when the old needles naturally dropped off. While image T2 was
acquired on August 31, the foliage of both healthy and infected pine trees was still growing,
making it more challenging to identify defoliation covered by new needles. Images T3
and T4 were acquired on September 23 but with different light conditions. Under sunny
conditions, more radiance from the ground covered by cast needles could be captured by
the camera, thus affecting the classification. The results showed better classification when
using the centermost pixels in the crown than using entire crowns. Although branches at
the crown edges might provide more discolored needles for better classification, the crown
edges were also more likely to be affected by the ground radiance than crown centers.
These results are consistent with another study that found centermost pixels more efficient
for early detection than entire tree crowns [40].

This study also highlighted the importance of developing explainable classification
models than ‘black box” models. Without evaluating the VIs distribution and disqualifying
classifications that indicated healthy trees being more damaged than infected trees, the
study would have given a very high accuracy, close to 0.8, which can be very misleading.
Many machine learning and deep learning models, such as Random Forest, Support Vector
Machine, and Convolutional Neural Network, can often be data-driven and train models
as black boxes without explainable classification standards. When working with forest
stress, especially chronic disease, one should be aware that errors and biases often exist
in visual-interpretation-based field data, and using data-driven models may result in
misleading conclusions.
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This study used multispectral imagery to detect infected trees, yet future studies can
explore the potential of hyperspectral imagery, which provides data that are more sensitive
to plant photosynthesis activities and physiological changes under stress [17]. In New
Zealand, a study used UAV hyperspectral imagery to detect Dothistroma needle blight,
caused by the fungi Dothistroma septosporum and D. pini, and the model of disease severity
was moderately precise (R?> = 0.52) using narrow-band hyperspectral indices. But the
study also found a marked improvement of the model (R? = 0.85) when adding inverted
plant functional traits, highlighting the potential of UAV hyperspectral imagery when
developing explainable variables with 3D radiative transfer model [41]. As defoliation was
the main symptom of the studied pathogen infection, laser scanning data may be better for
the identification without saturation problems than optical data. Some studies have shown
an accurate estimation of defoliation caused by pine caterpillar Dendrolimus tabulaeformis
using terrestrial laser scanning data [42,43]. With the development of UAV-based laser
scanning techniques, there is big potential to develop accurate monitoring methods using
UAV-based laser scanning data.

5. Conclusions

This study investigated the possibility of detecting pine needle diseases using nine-
band multispectral drone images acquired four times across the season and different light
conditions. An automatic crown segmentation was carried out with an 89-94% successful
rate, and better disease detection was achieved using central pixels in crowns, e.g., <0.5 m
radius to the crown center. The best classification model appeared when classifying healthy
trees and trees with more than 25% defoliation, and the overall classification accuracy was
around 0.70 for different stands and using different VIs. VIs, including MRDWSI3, NGRDI,
NDVI, and GLI exhibited higher accuracy and robustness than many other tested Vls. Trees
with less than 25% defoliation did not show sufficient separation from healthy trees. When
grouping trees with the same needle retention levels, the averaged VIs showed strong
correlations (0.73-0.99 of R?) with the needle retention levels, but the VIs also showed large
within-group variance. We did not observe a clear trend of seasonal effects on detectability,
but we discovered that light conditions affected detectability significantly. In Stand 2, both
visual interpretation and spectral analysis on the drone images confirmed some infected
trees that failed to be identified from the ground-based survey. We conclude that using
multispectral drone images and implementing the proposed data analysis framework can
assist in identifying pine needle diseases in forest health monitoring programs.
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Figure A1. Tree crown segments of healthy trees (a), examples of infected trees from Stand 1 (b) and
Stand 2 (c).
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