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Propagation of the lidar pulse, the change in its shape and distribution, and the light returned to the 
detector all depend critically on the inherent optical properties (IOPs) of the atmosphere, water surface, 
water column and bottom.  The more descriptive apparent optical properties (AOPs) are also useful for 
characterizing the limits of penetration of the lidar in terms of perceived water quality.  The key optical 
properties are defined and briefly described here, and the concepts will be used throughout the following 
chapters.  More rigorous definitions and detailed descriptions can be found in references such as Dunt1ey 
(1971), Gordon et al. (Gordon, Smith, & Zaneveld, 1979), Mobley (1994) and Mobley, Boss & Roesler 
(2013). 

3.1 Atmosphere 
Viktor Feygels 

In this Section, two important questions are discussed: (a) attenuation of the bottom and backscattering 
return signals by the atmosphere, and (b) the strength of the atmospheric backscatter signal under various 
weather conditions. 

 Atmospheric attenuation of the bottom and water return signals 

The lidar signal is attenuated by the atmosphere both when the sounding beam travels from the airborne 
lidar and the sea surface and during the return trip. The effect may be characterized by introducing a two-
way transmission term, 𝑇𝑇(𝐻𝐻, 𝜆𝜆), that depends on both the layer thickness, 𝐻𝐻, and the wavelength, 𝜆𝜆: 

 𝑇𝑇(𝐻𝐻, 𝜆𝜆) = exp [−2� 𝛼𝛼(𝑧𝑧, 𝜆𝜆)𝑑𝑑𝑧𝑧]
𝐻𝐻

0
    , (3.1.1) 

where 𝛼𝛼(𝑧𝑧, 𝜆𝜆) is the atmospheric extinction coefficient at the distance z from the lidar. (For simplicity, 
here we consider the case of vertical propagation of laser beam through the stratified medium. Eq. (3.1.1) 
expresses a specific form of the Lambert–Beer–Bouguer law for a lidar beam in which the factor 2 
represents the two-way transmission over the same path.  
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For a homogeneous atmosphere,  

 𝑇𝑇(𝐻𝐻, 𝜆𝜆) = exp[−2𝐻𝐻𝛼𝛼(𝜆𝜆)]    . (3.1.2) 

This approximation is applicable to an airborne bathymetrical lidar at the relatively low altitudes of 400-
800 m. 

The extinction coefficient 𝛼𝛼(𝜆𝜆) may be related to the atmospheric visibility range, or the visual range, 𝑉𝑉𝑟𝑟. 
According to Koschmieder’s theory (Koschmieder, 1924), the visual range is determined only by the 
contrast threshold an observer needs in order to distinguish an object from its background, and by the 
extinction coefficient, 𝛼𝛼(𝜆𝜆). 

Koschmieder (1924) demonstrated that, for the wavelength 550 nm (the wavelength at which  human 
visual sensitivity is a maximum), 

 𝑉𝑉𝑟𝑟(550) =
3.912
𝛼𝛼(550)

  and  𝛼𝛼(550) =
3.912

𝑉𝑉𝑟𝑟(550)𝑟𝑟 
 (3.1.3) 

The value of 𝛼𝛼(𝜆𝜆) (in 𝑘𝑘𝑘𝑘−1) at the wavelength, 𝜆𝜆 (in nm), of the lidar source may be estimated from a 
more sophisticated formula by Gorchakova et al. (1976) which accounts for wavelength dependence 
throughout the visible region (400-700nm):   

  𝛼𝛼(𝜆𝜆) =
3.912
𝑉𝑉𝑟𝑟(550)

�
550
𝜆𝜆
�
0.583 �𝑉𝑉𝑟𝑟(550)3

 (3.1.4) 

In Figure 3.1.1, the atmospheric transmission is evaluated as a function of the visual range for the two 
values of lidar altitude, 400m and 800m, using equation (3.1.2) and (3.1.4) for λ=532nm: 
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Figure 3.1.1. Atmospheric transmission (the two-way transmission path) a function of 
visual range for two lidar altitudes: 400 m and 800 m. 
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 Atmospheric backscatter signal 

Backscattering of the sounding laser beam in the atmosphere is a major nuisance factor for airborne lidar 
bathymetry performance. The backscattered signal arises immediately after the laser pulse emission, and 
therefore arrives at the detector before the sea surface reflected pulse, during the time 2𝐻𝐻𝑠𝑠/𝑐𝑐, where 𝐻𝐻𝑠𝑠 is 
the (slant) distance between aircraft and water surface and c is the speed of light. The atmospheric 
backscatter signal may significantly exceed in power the lidar return from the water column, sea surface, 
and bottom. 

The lidar equation for the power of optical atmospheric backscattering signal, 𝑃𝑃𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎(𝑧𝑧, 𝜆𝜆), can be written 
in a common approximate form (Kovalev, 2004; Wandinger, 2005)  

 𝑃𝑃𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎(𝑧𝑧, 𝜆𝜆) = 𝑃𝑃0
𝑐𝑐𝜏𝜏𝑝𝑝

2
𝐴𝐴𝑟𝑟𝜂𝜂

𝑂𝑂(𝑧𝑧)
𝑧𝑧2

𝛽𝛽𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎(𝑧𝑧, 𝜆𝜆) exp [−2� 𝛼𝛼(𝑟𝑟, 𝜆𝜆)𝑑𝑑𝑟𝑟]
𝑧𝑧

0
 (3.1.5) 

where: 
𝑃𝑃𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎 (z, λ) is the power backscattered by the atmosphere and detected from range z at the laser 

wavelength λ;  
𝑃𝑃0(𝜆𝜆) is the transmitted laser pulse power;  
𝜏𝜏𝑝𝑝  is the (effective) laser pulse duration; 
𝐴𝐴𝑟𝑟 is the area of the receiver aperture;  
𝜂𝜂  is the total optical system loss factor;  
𝐺𝐺𝐹𝐹(𝑧𝑧) is the “lidar geometric factor”, 0 ≤ 𝐺𝐺𝐹𝐹(𝑧𝑧) ≤ 1.0; 𝐺𝐺𝐹𝐹(𝑧𝑧) = 1 for monostatic lidars 
𝛽𝛽𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎(𝑧𝑧, 𝜆𝜆), is the backscattering coefficient of the atmosphere. 

Calculations based on Eq. (3.1.5) may be simplified using the correlation relation proposed by 
Gorchakova et al. (1976) for the optical characteristics of the atmosphere in the visible light range:  

 𝛽𝛽𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎𝑎(𝜆𝜆) = 0.0263𝛼𝛼(𝜆𝜆)0.69 ≈
𝛼𝛼(𝜆𝜆)
8𝜋𝜋

 (3.1.6) 

The above relation, together with Eqs. (3.1.3) and (3.1.4) for α(λ), makes it possible to express the 
atmospheric backscattered signal power via only one optical parameter of the atmospheric layer (assumed 
to be homogeneous) between the lidar carrier and the sea surface – the atmospheric visual range, 𝑉𝑉𝑟𝑟. 
Results of the calculations for are presented in Figure 3.1.2 for the atmospheric visual range (the 
meteorological visibility) of 10 km (𝜆𝜆 = 532 𝑛𝑛𝑘𝑘, 𝐺𝐺𝐹𝐹(𝑧𝑧) = 1). 
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The powerful atmospheric signal may result in a variety of harmful effects on the lidar photodetector, 
such as temporary blindness, ringing, etc. In contrast to ambient sun light, the signal caused by elastic 
scattering of monochrome laser radiation in the atmosphere cannot be filtered out by a spectral selector. 
The known methods employed to protect lidar “green” detectors from the atmospheric backscattering are 
described by Measures (1984). These methods include: spatial separation of the lidar emitter and receiver 
axis (i.e., employment of a bi-static scheme); vignetting of the central part of the photodetector field of 
view; polarization selection; and “closing” the photodetector to radiation arriving immediately after 
sounding pulse generation. 

 Finally, we present in Figure 3.1.3., an illustrative, practical and convenient table of average values of 
visual range (meteorological visibility) and the coefficients 𝛼𝛼(𝜆𝜆) and 𝛽𝛽(𝜆𝜆) for various weather conditions 
over the spectral range 350-1000 nm.   Figure 3.1.3. is reproduced from Collis and Russell (1976). 

 
Figure 3.1.2.  Detected atmospheric (visual range 10 km) backscattering signal for a bathymetric lidar as a 

function of distance from the carrier. Lidar parameters: pulse power = 0.5 MW; pulse duration = 2 ns; optical 
pupil diameter =10 cm; lidar optical efficiency = 60 %; the “geometrical factor” GF(z) = 1.0. 
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Figure 3.1.3. Attenuation (extinction), α, and backscattering coefficient, β, for various atmospheric conditions 

(left column) and wavelengths. 
 

3.2 Water Surface 
Shachak Pe'eri and Torbjörn Tingaker 

 Reflection and refraction 

The surface return portion of the Airborne Lidar Bathymeter (ALB) waveform, a major reference point 
for water depth measurements, represents the interaction between the ALB laser beam and the air/water 
interface. The laser energy returned from the air/water interface and collected by the ALB detection unit 
can be described by two basic concepts in optics: reflection and refraction. In the case of ALB, reflection 
refers to the redirection of laser radiation from the air/water interface back into the air; refraction is the 
change in direction of radiation penetrating the air/water surface (Measures, 1992; Mobley, 1994). Both 
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mechanisms are dependent on the angle of incidence with respect to the local normal of the water surface. 
The water surface can be regarded as a transparent, specular (mirror-like) surface with some vertical 
variability (e.g., waves or swells). The law of reflection states the angle of incidence, 𝜃𝜃1, is equal to the 
angle of reflection. These angles are defined with respect to the local normal at the point of incidence 
(Figure 3.2.1). The direction, 𝜃𝜃2, of the laser energy after transmission across the air/water interface is 
calculated using Snell’s law: 

 
sin(𝜃𝜃1)
sin(𝜃𝜃2) =

𝑛𝑛2
𝑛𝑛1

 (3.2.1) 

For light incident on the water surface from above and transmitted into the water we have 𝑛𝑛1 = 𝑛𝑛𝑎𝑎, the 
index of refraction of air and  𝑛𝑛2 = 𝑛𝑛𝑤𝑤, the index of refraction of water. The value of index of refraction 
for air is typically assumed to be 1.000 while the value of the index of refraction for water can range from 
1.350 at 400 nm to 1.320 at 1100 nm (Segelstein, 1981) with only a subtle sensitivity to temperature and 
salinity over the range typically encountered in the field (Aly & Esmail, 1993; Austin & Halikas, 1976; 
Quan & Fry, 1995). In most cases, Snell’s law can be approximated as 1.333 𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑛𝑛(𝜃𝜃𝑤𝑤) =  𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑛𝑛(𝜃𝜃𝑎𝑎) (Saleh 
& Teich, 1991a). 

  
Figure 3.2.1. Reflection and refraction at the air-water interface. 

The Fresnel equations are used to estimate the amount of light reflected and refracted at the interface 
between two dielectric media (Saleh & Teich, 2007). The reflection coefficient, R, for unpolarized light 
is: 

 𝑅𝑅 =
1
2

(𝑅𝑅∥ + 𝑅𝑅⊥) =
1
2
�
𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑛𝑛2(𝜃𝜃𝑎𝑎 − 𝜃𝜃𝑤𝑤)
𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑛𝑛2(𝜃𝜃𝑎𝑎 + 𝜃𝜃𝑤𝑤) +

𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑛𝑛2(𝜃𝜃𝑎𝑎 − 𝜃𝜃𝑤𝑤)
𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑡𝑛𝑛2(𝜃𝜃𝑎𝑎 + 𝜃𝜃𝑤𝑤)� (3.2.2) 

where 𝑅𝑅∥ and 𝑅𝑅⊥ are the reflection coefficients for parallel and perpendicularly polarized radiation, 
respectively. Equation (3.2.2) provides a useful approximation for the overall loss at the surface due to 
reflection. However, evaluation of the amount of the laser pulse returned to the receiver will generally 
require more precise examination of the reflectance at the water surface. 
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 Effects of waves 

The length of sea-surface waves ranges from a few millimeters up to several hundreds of meters and may 
be divided into two general categories: capillary and gravity waves (Holthuijsen, 2007). Capillary waves 
are short wavelength waves that are generated locally and restored by surface tension; the longer 
wavelength gravity waves may be generated either locally or from outside the survey area, and are 
restored by gravity (Open_University, 2005). For waves that are generated locally, the structure of sea 
surface is often described using the Beaufort scale which relates a visual description of a sea state to wind 
speed (Table 2.1). Although the Beaufort scale is a qualitative characterization of the sea state, it is useful 
for relating wind speed observations to approximate environmental conditions for ALB surveying. It is 
important to note that when breaking waves start to appear on the sea surface (Beaufort Sea State 3) and 
bubbles are generated as a result, the chances are reduced for ALB systems to successfully detect the 
bottom. Accordingly, Guenther (2007) suggested limiting ALB surveying to wind speed of less than 5.5 
m/s (10 knots). 

Under ideal ALB survey conditions, the water surface would be horizontal on a macroscale (i.e., at a scale 
larger than the size of the lidar footprint on the water surface) with a uniform roughness on a micro-scale 
(i.e., vertical variability that ranges from a few millimeters to a few centimeters).  In that case, a moderate 
amount of energy would be returned from the surface, the angle of refraction would be directly 
predictable given the horizontal surface, and only position and attitude data would be needed to calculate 
the position of the laser measurement underwater. However, the morphology of the sea surface is 
complex and highly variable in time and space. Capillary waves, with wavelengths smaller than the laser 
footprint on the water surface, might be expected to disperse the beam in the water. Water waves with 
lengths on the order of the laser footprint could act as a lens to focus or disperse the beam, and water 
waves much larger than the laser footprint could redirect the lidar beam since the local water surface will 
no longer be horizontal. These conditions can introduce several errors:  

1) Range errors - Identification of the surface return in the ALB waveform.  
2) Positioning error - Angle of refraction, 𝜃𝜃𝑤𝑤, of the ALB beam.   
3) Illumination area contributing to the measurements - Estimation of the ALB beam pattern below 

the water surface is used to as the initial conditions to calculate the scattering and absorption 
interaction of the laser beam as it passes through the water column. 

Table 3.1. Beaufort wind force scale from 0 to 3 

Beaufort 
Number Wind speed Appearance on the Water 

0 Less than 0.3 m/s Flat, smooth sea surface, mirror-like 

1 0.3–1.5 m/s Scaly ripples without crests  

2 1.6–3.4 m/s Small wavelets, glassy crests, not breaking 

3 3.5–5.4 m/s Large wavelets, crests begin to break, scattered whitecaps 

 

The physical dimension of a wave with respect to the size of the ALB footprint is an important 
consideration. Tulldahl and Steinvall (2004) considered the change in direction of the transmitted laser 
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pulse after passing through a sloped air/water interface with capillary waves, by applying Monte Carlo 
ray-tracing simulations to realistic ocean surface models (Mobley & Preisendorfer, 1988; Preisendorfer & 
Mobley, 1985) corresponding to wind speeds according to the wave-slope wind-speed law (Cox & Munk, 
1954b, 1954a; Duntley, 1954). Tulldahl and Steinvall (2004) investigated the variance of ALB beams 
based on HawkEye specifications for wind speeds that range from 0 to 20 m/s. His conclusion was that 
very little change (a few percent change) was calculated for the refracted angles of the ALB beam over a 
flat water surface with capillary waves. 

Monte Carlo ray-tracing simulations have also been used to calculate the variance of ALB beams after 
passing through the water surface. These studies investigated micro-scale and macro-scale slopes over a 
sea surfaces generated from an Elfouhaily, Chapron, Katsaros, and Vandemark (ECKV) wave spectrum 
model (Elfouhaily, Chapron, Katsaros, & Vandemark, 1997) with wind conditions of up to 5.4 m/s. The 
simulation results showed that wind speed and footprint size were the two main parameters contributing 
to changes in the laser beam pattern underwater (Figure 3.2.2). The model results were confirmed with 
empirical measurements in a laboratory setting. Statistically, the mean direction of the laser beam over a 
large number of realizations (> 1000 realizations) does not deviate much from the refracted beam 
direction under a horizontal water surface. The standard deviation of along-wind, 𝜎𝜎𝑢𝑢, and cross-wind, 𝜎𝜎𝑐𝑐, 
directions of the ALB beam increased as the wind speeds over the water surface increased from 3 m/s to 
5.4 m/s with a fixed beam diameter (4.5 m) and fetch length (10,000 km) (Figure 3.2.2a). The area of the 
ALB footprint over the water surface also affected the standard deviation. The standard deviation 
increased as the footprint size was reduced from 4.5 m in diameter to an area of a single ray (>5 mm in 
diameter) with a fixed wind speed (5.4 m/s) and fetch length (10,000 km) (Figure 3.2.2b). The standard 
deviation of the rays for a 4.5-m in diameter beam with a wind speed of 3.5 m/s remains constant as the 
fetch length increases from 100 km to 10,000 km.  

 

Figure 3.2.2. Standard deviation along-wind, 𝝈𝝈𝒖𝒖, and cross-wind, 𝝈𝝈𝒄𝒄, directions as a function of: (a) wind speed and 
(b) ALB beam diameter (Karlsson, 2011). 

 Bubbles and foam  

Typically, ALB surveys are conducted under relatively benign sea state conditions with small wavelets, 
glassy crests and no breaking waves (up to Beaufort Sea State 2) (Guenther, 2007). At higher sea states 

https://doi.org/10.7298/q1vg-jp06


  eCommons (2019)   https://doi.org/10.7298/q1vg-jp06  
 
 
 AIRBORNE   LIDAR   HYDROGRAPHY II  

 

33 

when larger wavelets occur at the water surface and crests begin to break, optical scattering from 
whitecaps (foam) and associated sub-surface gas bubbles increasingly distort the ALB waveforms.  If 
unaccounted for, these sea surface and volume scattering effects may reduce the accuracy with which the 
water depth can be measured and, at high enough sea states, may mask the seafloor entirely.  Although 
bubbles and foam are a source of noise during operations focused on seafloor characterization, there is 
great potential scientific value in using ALB to remotely characterize the air bubbles themselves. Gas 
bubbles, generated through the breaking of wind-driven sea waves, influence the air-sea gas exchange, 
aerosol formation, sea surface chemistry, fractionation of organic and inorganic materials and cavitation  
(Bortkovskii, Egorov, Kattsov, & Pavlova, 2007; Loisel, Meriaux, Berthon, & Poteau, 2007; Sorooshian 
et al., 2009; Stigebrandt, 1991; Woolf, 1993). Bubbles can also be an indicator of environmental events 
occurring on the seafloor, such as a methane seep (Solomon, Kastner, MacDonald, & Leifer, 2009; 
Westbrook et al., 2009).  

Monahan and Lu (1990) characterize the main stages in the evolution of a plume of air bubbles. Spilling 
wave crests and active whitecaps are generated when winds that are well above 4 m/s blow over the water 
surface. The bubble plume at this stage is visible from a ship or a plane with an optical albedo of about 
0.5 (Monahan & Mac Niocaill, 1986). The active whitecaps and the concentrated sub-surface bubble 
plumes have surface expressions with very short characteristic lifetimes (less than 1 s) (Donelan, 
Longuet-Higgens, & Turner, 1972). The sub-surface bubble plumes associated with the spilling/breaking 
wave crests have void or air volume fractions estimated to range from 3% up to 30%, depending on the 
water depth and exposed features (e.g., jetty or dam) that may influence the breaking wave (Monahan & 
Lu, 1990). These plumes will quickly decay into a mature whitecap or hazy foam patches whose size 
decreases exponentially with time. Mature plumes are relatively large sea-surface features with an 
average albedo of about 0.2 (Monahan & Mac Niocaill, 1986) and a void fraction ranging from 1% in a 
fully developed sea condition to 0.1% for a bubble plume that is a few seconds old (Monahan & 
Muircheartaigh, 1980). Even after the bubble plume is not visible anymore, a large subsurface bubble 
plume exists. Compared with the visible bubble plumes, the size spectrum of the bubbles is narrower but 
the lifetime of the subsurface plume is typically hundreds of seconds (Monahan & Mac Niocaill, 1986). In 
this final stage of the plume’s lifetime, the larger bubbles have risen to the surface while near-surface 
turbulence has mixed the micro-bubbles (10s to 100s of µm in radius) throughout a near-surface layer. 
The size distribution and evolution of the micro-bubble plume depends on the aqueous concentrations of 
nitrogen and oxygen in the surface waters (Thorpe, 1982) and the gas transfer rate across the air-water 
interface of the bubbles (the bubble wall) into the surrounding water (Medwin, 1970), with all bubbles 
eventually either returning to the surface to burst or going into solution. It is important to note that ship 
wakes or water surface circulation (e.g., Langmuir circulation) may dramatically change the lifetime and 
distribution of the bubble population. These changes occur partly as a result of changes in the flow 
dynamics, but also because organic materials, such as oils and surfactants, and particulates collected on 
the surface of a bubble can modify the rate of dissolution and substantially increase the lifetimes of 
bubbles (Johnson & Cooke, 1981; Thorpe, 1985; Weber, Lyons, & Bradley, 2005). The void fraction of 
these late-stage micro-bubble plumes is estimated to be in the range of 1 × 10−4% to 1 × 10−5% 
(Thorpe, 1982). Even after the plume has disappeared, the surfactants that have been scavenged by 
bubbles and deposited at the surface can change the sea-surface roughness for long periods of time.  This 
is particularly noticeable in synthetic aperture radar images of ship wakes (Weber et al., 2005).  

https://doi.org/10.7298/q1vg-jp06


  eCommons (2019)   https://doi.org/10.7298/q1vg-jp06  
 
 
 AIRBORNE   LIDAR   HYDROGRAPHY II  

 

34 

Research on the use of ALB surveys to map bubble plumes is still in its infant stages. Most of the work 
has focused on the use of ALB surveys to correct for ocean color estimates of chlorophyll concentration 
that are modified by bubbles (Terrill, Melville, & Stramski, 2001; X. Zhang, Lewis, & Johnson, 1998) 
and to identify ship tracks and fish schools (Krekova, Krekov, & Shamanaev, 2004; Li, Yang, Xia, Rao, 
& Zhang, 2009). These studies are based on theoretical work and laboratory experiments, in which the 
key assumption is that ALB amplitude is proportionally related to void fraction and the presence of 
organic materials. In the calculations, seawater is considered to be a multi-component medium, for which 
the backscatter radiation is a function of water molecules, hydrosol particles, and air bubbles (Churnside, 
2010; Krekova et al., 2004). The optical models for the ALB are based on the work of (X. Zhang et al., 
1998) which defines the bulk optical properties of the bubble population.  

In addition to the elastic scattering approaches to mapping bubble plumes in the ocean, there are also 
efforts to use inelastic scattering, such as Raman scattering. Bunkin et al. (2011) demonstrated 
experimentally that Raman scattering can be used to detect a micro-bubble plume 4.5 minutes from the 
time a boat passed by, whereas with elastic scattering it is only possible to detect larger bubbles that are 
present, and only within the first 0.5 to 0.75 minutes from the time a boat passes by. 

3.3 Volume 
An understanding of the optical properties of the water is essential for understanding of the propagation 
and spread of the laser pulse as it passes through the water.  The treatment here is necessarily brief and is 
focused on the characteristics that are most important for lidar bathymetric mapping. The material 
presented here will be widely used in the later sections. More thorough and detailed treatments can be 
found in references such as Duntley (1971), Gordon et al. (1975), and Mobley (1994) or on line (Mobley 
et al., 2013). 

We will be concerned with both inherent and apparent optical properties.  The inherent optical properties 
(IOPs), absorption and scattering, are the properties that are not dependent on the ambient light or 
viewing conditions.  Apparent optical properties (AOPs) "are those properties that (1) depend both 
on the medium (the IOPs) and on the geometric (directional) structure of the radiance distribution, 
and that (2) display enough regular features and stability to be useful descriptors of a water body." 
(Mobley et al., 2013).  

 Apparent Optical Properties (AOPs) 
William Philpot 

Although it is the IOPs that will be most important for the description of the transmission of the lidar 
pulse through water and the overall operation and performance of the lidar system, AOPs are useful for 
describing the general optical characteristics of the water.  The description that they provide is relatively 
coarse, but intuitive. Indeed, AOPs have provided a useful, if crude, characterization of the penetration 
depth of bathymetric lidar. 

3.3.1.1 Secchi Depth 

As observed from above the water surface, objects lowered into the water become less distinct as the 
depth increases, eventually merging with the background. This is the principle behind the Secchi disk, the 
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first device designed to document the transparency of natural waters (Tyler, 1968). Originally, a simple 
white disk, the Secchi disk is now most commonly divided into black and white quadrants in order to 
maximize contrast, and the depth at which the black and white disk disappears from view is called the 
"Secchi depth". Clear waters will have a 1arger Secchi depth than more turbid waters, and the size of the 
Secchi disk may need to be adjusted for different water clarity conditions (Holmes, 1970). The disk 
disappears because the light traversing the water column is subject to absorption and scattering processes 
which reduce the magnitude of the reflected radiation and increase the volume backscatter noise 
background. The measurement, while common and useful, is only semi-quantitative since the results 
depend on a number of factors such as the angle and distribution of ambient illumination, surface wave 
structure, the type of particulates in the water, and the visual acuity of the observer, to name only a few 
(Pilgrim, 1984). The Secchi depth is consequently an AOP.   

Although it is only approximate, the Secchi depth remains a useful, intuitive measure of water clarity and 
is commonly used to characterize the penetration depth of ALB systemsndix 

.  It is worth remembering, however, that the Secchi depth does not properly describe the attenuation of a 
collimated light beam.  In addition, it is an observation that spans the visible wavelengths and is not 
specifically tuned to the narrow waveband of a laser. 

3.3.1.2 Diffuse Attenuation Coefficient 

A more quantitative measurement of water clarity involves measuring the rate of change of irradiance 
with increasing depth. For this purpose we consider cosine irradiance, E(λ), the cosine-weighted integral 
of the radiance distribution over a hemisphere. We are particularly interested in the downwelling cosine 
irradiance on a horizontal plane, Ed(z, λ), at depth z.  The rate of change of Ed with depth is a measure of 
water clarity that is similar in concept to the Secchi depth in that the rate of change will be faster in turbid 
waters than in clear waters.  The rate of change of Ed, or logarithmic derivative of Ed is the diffuse 
attenuation coefficient, 𝐾𝐾𝑑𝑑, which is given by (Mobley et al., 2013): 

 𝐾𝐾𝑑𝑑 = −
𝑑𝑑 ln𝐸𝐸𝑑𝑑(𝑧𝑧, λ)

𝑑𝑑𝑧𝑧
= −

1
𝐸𝐸𝑑𝑑(𝑧𝑧, λ)

𝑑𝑑𝐸𝐸𝑑𝑑(𝑧𝑧, λ)
𝑑𝑑𝑧𝑧

      (𝑘𝑘−1)     . (3.3.1) 

This attenuation coefficient is an AOP because of its sensitivity to the distribution of downwelling light 
(thus, the term diffuse in the name). Values for 𝐾𝐾𝑑𝑑 will be different if the measurement is made under 
cloudy conditions or under clear skies, although such differences are often relatively small.  On the other 
hand, 𝐾𝐾𝑑𝑑 is not dependent on the individual viewer, it can be tuned to the wavelength of the laser, and the 
measurement can be made over discrete depth ranges, allowing for characterization of stratified water 
bodies. For these reasons, 𝐾𝐾𝑑𝑑 is sometimes referred to as a "quasi-inherent" optical property.  𝐾𝐾𝑑𝑑 is useful 
for laser hydrography in that it can provide effective general description of the attenuation of the 
broadened laser pulse (Feygels et al., 2013; Kopilevich, 2002; Wozencraft & Millar, 2005). 
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 Inherent optical properties 
Minsu Kim 

As a laser pulse propagates through natural waters, it interacts with the optical constituents of the water 
with the radiant power decreasing due to the absorption of the medium, and its radiance distribution is 
dispersing due to the scattering. A small fraction of radiant power is backscattered and available for 
detection by the distant lidar receiver.  The properties of the water responsible for this light interaction 
are: IOPs (defined above), properties of the medium itself, and independent of the light field (Mobley, 
1994; Mobley et al., 2013; Preisendorfer, 1976).  The bulk IOPs of natural waters are a sum of properties 
of the optically dominant constituents.   In describing a real-world light field, the macro-level radiance 
propagation is properly explained using absorption and scattering, which is why these two quantities 
(absorption coefficient and volume scattering function precisely) are called IOPs.  We will describe the 
definition of these IOPs here.  There are, however, more fundamental physical parameters than the 
macroscopic absorption and scattering coefficients.  These are the refractive indices of the dielectric 
medium that controls the propagation of the electromagnetic wave, microscopic properties that underlie 
the macroscopic properties.  Thus, we begin with a description of the refractive index of water, which is 
the dominant component. 

3.3.2.1 Refractive index of natural water 

Radiative transfer describes the rate of change of the macroscopic radiant power as a result of all the 
microscopic interactions between electromagnetic waves and matter: absorption of a photon, re-emission, 
diffraction, etc.  For our purposes, absorption and the volume scattering function (VSF) are the two 
fundamental parameters.  Along with these typical IOPs, the complex refractive index is another 
important, and more fundamental IOP.  It is also a very important parameter in lidar ranging and depth 
penetration.  The complex refractive index of a dielectric medium determines the interaction with the 
incoming electromagnetic wave in terms of refraction and absorption.  It is expressed as   

 𝑘𝑘 = 𝑛𝑛 − 𝑠𝑠𝑛𝑛𝑖𝑖   . (3.3.2) 

The real part, 𝑛𝑛, is the index of refraction that determines the phase speed of the electromagnetic wave in 
the medium, and the imaginary part, 𝑛𝑛𝑖𝑖, is related to absorption by the medium.  Both  𝑛𝑛 and 𝑛𝑛𝑖𝑖 are 
dependent on the wavelength, 𝜆𝜆. The absorption coefficient, 𝑡𝑡, is related to the imaginary part of the 
index of refraction, 𝑛𝑛𝑖𝑖 by the following relationship (Kerker, 1969) 

 𝑡𝑡 =
4𝜋𝜋𝑛𝑛𝑖𝑖
𝜆𝜆

    . (3.3.3) 

The absorption coefficient of water plays a major role in shaping the reflected water-leaving radiance.  A 
relatively rapid rise in the absorption coefficient near 600 nm characterizes typical coastal water (Figure 
3.3.1), resulting in a sharp drop in reflectance at that point.  Beyond 600 nm the reflectance disappears in 
all but very shallow or turbid water.  
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Figure 3.3.1. Refractive index of water with varying temperature and salinity. 

 

 
Figure 3.3.2. Annual mean surface salinity, 2005-2013 (NODC, 2013). 

http://www.nodc.noaa.gov/OC5/woa13f/index.html  

 

3.3.2.2 Bulk water optical properties 

There are only two fundamental IOPs for the bulk medium of natural water: the absorption coefficient and 
the volume scattering function (Mobley, 1994; Preisendorfer, 1976).  Other IOPs are simply parameters 
derived from these two fundamental IOPs. 

https://doi.org/10.7298/q1vg-jp06
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Figure 3.3.3. Interaction of radiant power with a small volume of water. 

Consider a narrow, collimated beam with a radiant power, 𝑃𝑃𝑖𝑖, that is incident onto a small volume of an 
absorbing and scattering medium (Figure 3.3.4).  Some of the radiant power, 𝑃𝑃𝑎𝑎, is absorbed by the 
medium.  Light absorption is assumed to follow simple Beer's law and most of the natural water satisfies 
this condition.  According to Beer's law, the absorption coefficient, 𝑡𝑡, is defined as absorptance, 𝑃𝑃𝑎𝑎 𝑃𝑃𝑖𝑖⁄ , 
per unit propagation distance in the medium, 

 𝑡𝑡 =
𝑃𝑃𝑎𝑎
𝑃𝑃𝑖𝑖

1
𝑑𝑑𝑟𝑟

     . (3.3.4) 

A fraction of the radiant power is scattered in all directions, with a portion of the scattered power, 𝑃𝑃𝑆𝑆(𝒏𝒏), 
being directed into a solid angle, 𝑑𝑑Ω, centered on the direction, 𝒏𝒏.  The distribution of scattered radiation 
is described by the volume scattering function (VSF), 𝛽𝛽, defined as the directional scatterance per unit 
distance of the medium, 

 𝛽𝛽(𝒏𝒏) =
𝑃𝑃𝑆𝑆(𝒏𝒏) 𝑑𝑑Ω⁄

𝑃𝑃0
1
𝑑𝑑𝑟𝑟

     . (3.3.5) 

It is customary to express the VSF as a function of the scattering angle, 𝜃𝜃, where 𝜃𝜃 is measured from the 
forward direction, so that 𝜃𝜃 =  𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑠𝑠−1(𝒏𝒏 ∙ 𝒏𝒏𝟎𝟎). 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.3.4. Conceptual diagram for VSF measurement. 

The measurement geometry of the VSF is illustrated in Figure 3.3.5, where an incident, collimated 
irradiance, 𝐸𝐸0 , illuminates the water volume, 𝑑𝑑𝑉𝑉, and the scattered power in the direction 𝒏𝒏, 𝑃𝑃𝑆𝑆(𝒏𝒏), is 
viewed by a detector.  This allows us to express the VSF as 

 

 

Pi 

Ps(n) 
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 𝛽𝛽(𝒏𝒏) =
𝑃𝑃𝑆𝑆(𝒏𝒏) 𝑑𝑑Ω⁄

𝐸𝐸0
1
𝑑𝑑𝑉𝑉

     . (3.3.6) 

The major practical difficulty with evaluating 𝛽𝛽(𝒏𝒏) is in the accurate determination of the scattering 
volume, 𝑑𝑑𝑉𝑉, the volumetric intersection between the incident beam and the viewing field. This is not 
simply a matter of determining the 3-D geometry of two intersecting volumes; it is complicated by the 
need to characterize the divergence of the incident beam and the exact response function of the viewing 
field.  The characterization is particularly problematic at very small angles (forward near 0º) and very 
large angles (backward near 180º). 

Having defined the two fundamental IOPs of hydro-optics, the remaining IOPs can all be derived from 
these two. The total scattering coefficient, 𝑏𝑏, is simply the integral of the VSF of the full sphere, 

 𝑏𝑏 = � 𝛽𝛽(𝒏𝒏)𝑑𝑑Ω(𝒏𝒏)   .
4𝜋𝜋

 (3.3.7) 

Using spherical coordinates and assuming azimuthal symmetry, the integration is expressed 

 𝑏𝑏 = 2𝜋𝜋� 𝛽𝛽(𝜃𝜃) sin 𝜃𝜃 𝑑𝑑θ   .
𝜋𝜋

0
 (3.3.8) 

The volume scattering phase function (VSPF) is simply a normalized VSF, defined as 

 𝜒𝜒(𝜃𝜃) = 𝛽𝛽(𝜃𝜃) 𝑏𝑏⁄    . (3.3.9) 

Therefore, 𝜒𝜒(𝜃𝜃) satisfies the normalization condition 

 1 = 2𝜋𝜋� 𝜒𝜒(𝜃𝜃) sin 𝜃𝜃 𝑑𝑑θ   .
𝜋𝜋

0
 (3.3.10) 

The forward scattering coefficient, 𝑏𝑏𝑓𝑓, and the backward scattering coefficient, 𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑏, which describe the 
proportion of light scattered in the forward and backward hemispheres, respectively, are defined as 

 𝑏𝑏𝑓𝑓 = 2𝜋𝜋 ∫ 𝛽𝛽(𝜃𝜃) sin 𝜃𝜃 𝑑𝑑θ   ,𝜋𝜋/2
0           and           𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑏 = 2𝜋𝜋 ∫ 𝛽𝛽(𝜃𝜃) sin 𝜃𝜃 𝑑𝑑θ   .𝜋𝜋

𝜋𝜋/2  (3.3.11a,b) 

By the above definitions, the following equality holds:  

 𝑏𝑏 = 𝑏𝑏𝑓𝑓 + 𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑏     . (3.3.12) 

Another noteworthy IOP is the lidar backscattering coefficient, which is simply the VSF in the opposition 
direction,  𝛽𝛽𝜋𝜋. This is particularly useful for describing the lidar waveform. 
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The total beam attenuation coefficient, 𝑐𝑐, is the sum of the absorption and scattering coefficients, 

 𝑐𝑐 = 𝑡𝑡 + 𝑏𝑏   . (3.3.13) 

Although it is possible to calculate the scattering coefficient from the integration of the VSF, it is 
common practice to use the relationship, 𝑏𝑏 = 𝑐𝑐 − 𝑡𝑡, because of the practical difficulty of making the VSF 
measurement. Thus, it is important to understand the principles of measurements of 𝑡𝑡 and 𝑐𝑐. The 
absorption coefficient is measured using a cylindrical sample chamber whose inner wall is highly 
reflective. The conceptual diagram of the absorption meter is shown in Figure 3.3.6.  A fraction of light 
will be absorbed and lost over the distance, 𝑟𝑟.  At the same time a fraction of the light will be multiply-
scattered and directed forward by the reflective wall. Any light not absorbed will eventually reach the end 
of the tube, adding to the uninterrupted (transmitted without being absorbed or scattered) light to make up 
a total measured power, 𝑃𝑃(𝑟𝑟). The lost power is ascribed entirely to absorption, and the absorption 
coefficient is calculated using the formula 

 𝑃𝑃(𝑟𝑟) =  𝑃𝑃𝑖𝑖 exp(−𝑡𝑡 ∙ 𝑟𝑟)  . (3.3.14) 

where the exponential term represents the probability that a photon will survive being absorbed. 

 
Figure 3.3.5. Conceptual diagram for absorption measurement using reflective wall sample cell. 

In order to calculate the total beam attenuation, c, both absorbed and scattered power must be accounted 
for.  An estimate of the power loss due to scattering can be obtained conceptually using a cylindrical 
sample cell with walls designed to absorb all the scattered power.  Only the power that has not been either 
absorbed or scattered will reach the detector.  The probability of a photon surviving any interaction with 
water is expressed using the beam attenuation coefficient, and the transmitted power can be expressed as  

  𝑃𝑃(𝑟𝑟) =  𝑃𝑃𝑖𝑖 exp(−𝑐𝑐 ∙ 𝑟𝑟)  . (3.3.15) 

The single-scattering albedo, 𝜔𝜔0, is the ratio of the total amount of power scattered to the total power 
removed from a beam and is defined as 

Pi → → 𝑃𝑃(𝑟𝑟) 

r 

r 

Pi → → 𝑃𝑃(𝑟𝑟) 

Figure 3.3.6. Conceptual diagram for beam attenuation using a sample cell with a black-painted wall. 
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  𝜔𝜔0 = 𝑏𝑏/𝑐𝑐 . (3.3.16) 

Water containing mostly absorbing material will have a low 𝜔𝜔0, while water in which scattering 
dominates the attenuation will have a high 𝜔𝜔0.  Thus, the single scattering albedo indicates the probability 
of photon being scattered when a photon interacts with water. 

3.4 BOTTOM 
Shachak Pe’eri and Chi-Kuei Wang  

The primary function of the bottom return is to mark the time of arrival of the laser pulse at the bottom.  
The time of arrival is essential to the determination of the distance traveled by the ALB pulse from the 
air/water interface. The shape of the bottom return is also of value in that it carries information about the 
character of the bottom; however, it is also a function of hardware and environmental parameters. In 
addition to the detector and digitizer that log the returning laser energy as a waveform, other parameters 
that need to be considered are: laser output power, 𝑃𝑃0 the total optical system loss factor 𝜂𝜂, the ALB 
receiver’s aperture area 𝐴𝐴𝑟𝑟, the optical thickness, τ𝑎𝑎, of the air layer between the lidar and the laser 
impact point on the surface, the length of the laser-beam path above the sea surface 𝐻𝐻𝑠𝑠, the index of 
refraction of the water 𝑛𝑛𝑤𝑤, Fresnel’s reflection coefficient of the air-water boundary 𝜌𝜌𝑤𝑤, the length of the 
laser beam path underwater, ℎ𝑠𝑠, the water attenuation coefficient, k, based on the ALB receiver’s field of 
view, and the bottom reflectance ρ𝑏𝑏. Feigels et al. (Victor I. Feigels, Evans, Feygels, Guenther, & 
Kopilevich, 2002) and Guenther (1985a) expressed the power returning from seafloor, 𝑃𝑃𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑎𝑎, as follows: 

  𝑃𝑃𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑎𝑎 = 𝑃𝑃0𝐴𝐴𝑟𝑟𝜂𝜂�1− ρ𝑤𝑤�
2
∙
𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒(−2τ𝑎𝑎)

(𝐻𝐻𝑠𝑠𝑛𝑛𝑤𝑤 + ℎ𝑠𝑠)2  𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒(−2ℎ𝑠𝑠𝑘𝑘)
ρ𝑏𝑏
𝜋𝜋

      . (3.4.1) 

Wang and Philpot (2007) simplified equation (3.4.1) by considering the optical loss of the ALB hardware, 
𝐴𝐴𝑟𝑟𝜂𝜂(1 − 𝜌𝜌𝑤𝑤)2 and the atmospheric attenuation, 𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒(−2τ𝑎𝑎)/(𝐻𝐻𝑠𝑠𝑛𝑛𝑤𝑤 + ℎ𝑠𝑠)2 as constants in relatively 
shallow waters (< 13 m), and combining them into a single term, 𝑊𝑊: 

 𝑃𝑃𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑎𝑎 = 𝑃𝑃0𝑊𝑊 𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒(−2ℎ𝑠𝑠𝑘𝑘)
𝜌𝜌𝑏𝑏
𝜋𝜋

      . (3.4.2) 

A natural log of equation (3.4.2) yields a linear relationship between the power returned from the seafloor 
and the bottom reflectance: 

 𝑙𝑙𝑛𝑛(𝑃𝑃𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑎𝑎) = 𝑙𝑙𝑛𝑛(𝑃𝑃0𝑊𝑊) + 𝑙𝑙𝑛𝑛 �
ρ𝑏𝑏
𝜋𝜋
� − 2ℎ𝑠𝑠𝑘𝑘      .  (3.4.3) 

Equation (3.4.3) effectively separates the bottom reflectance from the attenuation and system effects 
suggesting that it will be meaningful to consider the effects of bottom type and morphology on the shape 
and strength of the bottom return pulse. 
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The following section is a review of the seafloor characteristics and their radiometric contributions to the 
ALB returned beam. The review includes different approaches for calculating ρ𝑏𝑏. Key seafloor 
characteristics include: morphology of the seafloor, color of the seafloor including sediments, rocky 
outcrops and submersed aquatic vegetation (SAV). Separate discussions of the contributions of the ALB 
system design, water surface and the water column to the ALB waveform are provided in other sections 
of this book. 

 Morphology  

In conventional laser hydrography, the morphology of the seafloor is a concern primarily because of the 
effect on the accuracy of depth measurements and the ability to resolve objects (e.g., large rocks or ship 
wrecks) that are hazards to navigation (Guenther, Thomas, et al., 1996). An ideal surveying case has a flat 
and smooth bottom. Thus, any bottom detection by the laser measurement above the background 
bottom/seafloor depth is either a large object emerging from the seafloor or a feature in the water column 
(e.g., fish and nets). However, many natural coastal areas have slopes (i.e., a height difference between 
adjacent laser measurements) and a roughness (i.e., small-scale height variability within the footprint of 
the laser measurement) that can vary from one local area to another. Steinvall and Koppari (1996) 
conducted a set of simulations to investigate the accuracy of depth measurements for different bottom 
slopes and laser angles of incidence. Although their results show a 3% change in the depth estimation 
over angle of 0° to 15°, the intensity value of the bottom return also changed significantly. Similar results 
were observed for bottom slopes that range from -40° to 40° with respect to the normally incident 
unscattered beam on the bottom (Figure 3.4.1 left). Wang and Philpot (2002) also observed such a 
phenomenon using a SHOALS-400 dataset north of Egmont Key, FL (Figure 2.4.1, right). The ALB 
dataset was collected over a sloped sandy bottom at a water depth of 4.4 m. The survey contains 
flightlines in two opposite directions (north- and south-bound). Peak values of the bottom returns were 
consistent within each individual flightline and among flightlines in the same direction. However, a 
significant difference in the peak values of the bottom returns is observed between flightlines in opposite 
directions. Steinvall and Kompari  (1996) defined this phenomenon as a pulse stretching effect and 
considered it as a means of estimating the slope. (The “geometrical stretch” will be discussed in Section 
4.2.) Wang and Philpot (2007) restated the bottom slope issue and also discussed the bottom roughness as 
it relates to the Bi-directional Reflectance Distribution Function (BRDF). The BRDF describes the 
reflectivity behavior of a surface as a function of illumination geometry and viewing geometry (Haner, 
McGuckin, Menzies, Bruegge, & Duval, 1998).  

The influence of the slope and roughness was also identified by Pe’eri et al. (2011) at a study site offshore 
of Gerrish Island, ME. The relationship between ALB bottom detection and the bottom slope and 
roughness characteristics was quantified using high-resolution multibeam bathymetry and underwater 
video imagery as independent measures of the water depth and the seafloor characteristics (Figure 3.4.2). 
The results indicate that a lack of bottom detection by ALB does not necessarily indicate water depths 
deeper than the surrounding areas that have strong bottom detection by the lidar. Consequently, lack of 
bottom detection could be misinterpreted to indicate deeper depths and could be a hazard to navigation.  
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Figure 3.4.1. (Left) Normalized peak values from simulated bottom returns at varying slope angles as a function of 
depth (𝑲𝑲𝒅𝒅 = 𝟎𝟎.𝟏𝟏𝟏𝟏 𝒎𝒎−𝟏𝟏) (Steinvall & Koppari, 1996). (Right) Four SHOALS-400 waveforms over a sloped sandy 
bottom at the depth of 4.4 m near Egmont Key, FL. The dashed and continuous lines represent ALB waveforms 
extracted from the north-bound and the south-bound flight lines, respectively (Wang & Philpot, 2002).  

 

 
Figure 3.4.2. (Left) Grey-scale shaded relief multibeam-bathymetry map of the Pe’eri et al. (2011) study area. The 
depth values are relative to the Mean Lower Low Water (MLLW). (Right) ALB waveforms over a subset of the 
study area (denoted by the rectangle area in the left image), where the bottom returns are circled in yellow). A color 
ramp indicates successful bottom detection by the ALB system. Laser measurements that were not detected are 
colored dark red. 

 Color 

The color of many bottom types – sediments, various vegetation types and manmade materials – provides 
a unique spectral signature that can be used as an identifier (Goetz, Vane, Solomon, & Rock, 1985). The 
spectral signature of the bottom type can be defined in ocean optics as bottom reflectance, ρ𝑏𝑏(λ), where 
the radiance reflected back from the seafloor, 𝐼𝐼𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑎𝑎(𝜆𝜆), is normalized with solar irradiance at the water 
surface, 𝐸𝐸𝑠𝑠𝑢𝑢𝑠𝑠(𝜆𝜆), and the solar zenith angle, 𝜃𝜃𝑠𝑠𝑢𝑢𝑠𝑠 (Gordon & Wang, 1994; Mobley, 1994): 
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 ρ𝑏𝑏(λ) =
π

cos 𝜃𝜃𝑠𝑠𝑢𝑢𝑠𝑠
∙
𝐼𝐼𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑏𝑎𝑎(λ)
𝐸𝐸𝑠𝑠𝑢𝑢𝑠𝑠(λ)       . (3.4.4) 

A common approach for classifying sediment and vegetation over terrestrial environments is to use 
hyperspectral imagery collected using a scanning radiometer, that records imagery in narrow spectral 
bands (~10 nm) from ultraviolet (350 nm) to short-wave infrared (2500 nm). However, such passive, 
hyperspectral sensors are dependent on the Sun’s illumination as the light source, leaving the sensor 
susceptible to changes in atmospheric and water conditions. 

ALB provides only a single wavelength (i.e., 532 nm), but its intensity can be used to calculate the 
bottom reflectance at that wavelength. ALB is an active sensor, where the solar radiation (passing through 
the green band filter) is considered environmental background noise source (Guenther, 1985a, 2007). 
Recent studies have used the ALB intensity to constrain the radiative transfer equations in order to 
estimate the passive spectral reflectance (Kopilevich et al., 2005b; Park et al., 2010a; Tuell, Park, et al., 
2005; Tuell & Park, 2004). Kopilevich et al. (Kopilevich et al., 2005b) and Tuell et al. (Tuell, Park, et al., 
2005) demonstrated their work using a SHOALS-1000 system over an area off of Hollywood, FL. 
Concurrent hyperspectral imagery, collected by a CASI-2 system over an area where the water depth 
ranged from 8 m to 30 m, was constrained to match the ALB reflectance at 532 nm using the 534 nm 
band in the hyperspectral imagery. A thematic map of the seafloor bottom type was then produced using 
an unsupervised classification (Park et al., 2010b). 

 Vegetation 

The research on seagrass and macroalgae using ALB is very limited. Healthy vegetation typically 
contains chlorophyll-a, a pigment that generates a spectral response characterized by a steep slope at 
around 680 - 690 nm (i.e., the red edge) between a strong red wavelength absorption and a strong near-
infrared reflection (Kirk, 1994). However, this red-edge spectral response can only be clearly observed 
from vegetation above water; it is rapidly attenuated at water depths of more than 1 or 2 m (Nils Gunnar 
Jerlov, 1976). In addition, spectral scattering and absorption by phytoplankton, suspended matter and 
dissolved organic matter (DOM) further restrict the passage of light underwater  (A. G. Dekker et al., 
2002). Bottom reflectance from SAV is typically low, often lower than the reflectance from a deep water 
column. In addition, self-shading takes place within the canopy and further reduces the amount of 
returning energy (Zimmerman, 2003). Another mapping challenge is that there are many species of 
seagrass and macroalgae that can grow at varying densities over the seafloor and these are often mixed 
with other biological materials (e.g., other species of submerged vegetation, detritus and corals). 

Because of the mapping challenges of seagrasses and macroalgae mentioned above, it is important to first 
understand the interaction between light and the plant canopy. Macroalgae require a relatively low level 
of light ranging from 0.1% to 1% of the surface irradiance. However, seagrasses require much greater 
light levels ranging from 10% to 37% of the surface irradiance (Duarte, 1991; Olesen & Sand-Jensen, 
1993; Zimmerman, 2006). This light sensitivity makes seagrass beds a very useful environmental 
indicator for deteriorated water quality (Short & Wyllie-Echeverria, 1996) that can be mapped by optical 
remote sensing in more favorable conditions. 
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The common calculation for remote sensing reflectance, 𝑅𝑅𝑅𝑅𝑆𝑆 , calculated over a seagrass bed requires the 
a priori knowledge of the remote sensing reflectance over optically deep waters, 𝑅𝑅∞ (Bierwirth, Lee, & 
Burne, 1993; A. Dekker et al., 2006; Dierssen, Zimmerman, Leathers, Downes, & Davis, 2003; Philpot, 
1989): 

 𝑅𝑅𝑅𝑅𝑆𝑆 = 𝑅𝑅∞ + (𝑅𝑅𝑏𝑏 − 𝑅𝑅∞) 𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒(−2ℎ𝑠𝑠𝑘𝑘)       ,  (3.4.5) 

where 𝑅𝑅𝑏𝑏 , is the remote sensing bottom reflectance. The calculation assumes a homogenous water body 
and no contribution from the atmosphere. Also, the diffuse attenuation coefficients for the upwelling and 
downwelling light are assumed to be the same. Zimmerman (2003, 2006) further developed the bottom 
reflectance by including the changing morphology of the seagrass bed with currents (Figure 3.4.3):  

 𝑅𝑅𝑏𝑏 = ρ𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠
ℎ𝑐𝑐𝛷𝛷𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝐵𝐵𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠
𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑠𝑠(𝜃𝜃𝑐𝑐)  𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑛𝑛�𝜃𝜃𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠�      , (3.4.6) 

where 𝜌𝜌𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 is the reflectance of pure seagrass leaves, 𝜃𝜃𝑐𝑐 is the zenith angle of a collimated beam incident 
to the seagrass bed plane, and 𝜃𝜃𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 is the average bending angle of the seagrass leaf orientation with 
respect to the zenith. The leaf biomass is described as a function of: 1) the height distribution of the 
eelgrass bed over a given area, 𝐵𝐵𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠, with the seagrass canopy height distribution that range from 0.1 m to 
over 1.0 m, and 2) the peak canopy height ℎ𝑐𝑐, and 3) seagrass-shoot density 𝛷𝛷𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠 . 

 
Figure 3.4.3. Simplified angular relationship based between the laser beam incident angle (𝜽𝜽) and leaf orientation of 

the seagrass field (𝜽𝜽𝒔𝒔𝒔𝒔). The figure is based on Zimmerman (2006). 

Zimmerman (2006) suggests that light loss through the biomass should be included in the light 
attenuation because the seagrass can be regarded as an additive attenuation media that absorbs and 
scatters the light. Thus, the seagrass-leaf absorption coefficient, 𝑡𝑡𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠, and the seagrass leaf thickness 𝛥𝛥𝑑𝑑𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠, 
should be integrated over the path through the seagrass, replacing the term (−2ℎ𝑠𝑠𝑘𝑘) in equation (3.4.5) 
with: 
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 −2 ∙ �𝑡𝑡𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝛥𝛥𝑑𝑑𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠
ℎ𝑐𝑐ρ𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠𝐵𝐵𝑠𝑠𝑠𝑠
𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑠𝑠(𝜃𝜃) � − 𝑘𝑘ℎ𝑠𝑠 (3.4.7) 

The seagrass biomass measurements reported by Zimmerman (2003) provide the basis for Monte Carlo 
simulation of seagrass beds in a model designed to explore possible biases in lidar bathymetry estimates 
due to the presence of seagrass (Wang, Philpot, Kim, & Lei, 2011). 

Wang and Philpot  (2007) use natural log scatter plots of the power returning from seafloor and the water 
depth to discriminate between sand and vegetation. In their study, ALB data were collected using a 
SHOALS-400 system over a study site east of Egmont Key, FL. In addition to sand/vegetation 
discrimination, Wang and Philpot (2007) were able to separate the seagrass beds into sparse and dense 
seagrass patches. Two sources of error mentioned in their study are bottom morphology and the presence 
of surface waves. 

A different approach for mapping seagrasses and macroalgae is an investigation of the bottom return 
characteristics (e.g., shape and amplitude) of an ALB to map habitat composition (Collin, Archambault, 
& Long, 2008; Collin, Long, & Archambault, 2011). Four benthic habitats were classified using twelve 
statistical properties that describe the shape of the bottom return. ALB data were collected using a 
SHOALS-3000 system over Bonaventure, Gulf of Saint Lawrence, Quebec, Canada. Collin et al. (2011), 
were able to demonstrate an improvement in accuracy of the results using the statistical properties of the 
ALB bottom return and a supervised classification (Support Vector Machine) approach. This approach 
achieved an overall accuracy of 93.3%, which is a 5.3% accuracy increase compared to results using 
unsupervised (K-means) classification.  
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