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COMPARISON OF AUTOMATIC AND SEMI-AUTOMATIC METHODS
FOR CLASSIFICATION OF SIDE SCAN SONAR IMAGERY
Tiago Rafael de Barros Pereira1 , Helenice Vital1 ,
André Giskard Aquino da Silva2 and Cecília Alves de Oliveira1
ABSTRACT. The main scope of this paper is the analysis of seafloor classification using acoustic remote sensing data. These data were acquired in a hydroacoustic
survey of bathymetry and sonography using an interferometric swath bathymetry system. The study area is a sector of the internal northeast Brazilian shelf adjacent
to the Ponta Negra beach - Natal (RN, Brazil). The objective of the work is to identify and draw the different textural patterns, which characterize the seafloor of the
study area. In addition, two approaches for textural classification of sonograms were compared and evaluated, which were: Automatic Gray Level Co-occurrence Matrix
(GLCM) classification available in SonarWiz software; and the semi-automatic Maximum Likelihood, available in ArcGIS software. The comparison tested the capacity
for identifying and drawing the textural patterns distribution. The automated classification identified 5 patterns while on the semi-automated 6 patterns were identified.
It was made the correlation between the textural patterns found in each classification, besides the correlation between textural patterns and the levels of intensity of
reflectance presents on the sonogram.
Keywords: sonography, textural classification, textural patterns, hydroacoustic.

RESUMO. Este trabalho foi realizado a partir da análise de dados geofísicos adquiridos em levantamento hidroacústico de batimetria e sonografia utilizando um sonar
interferométrico EdgeTech 4600. A área de estudo é uma porção da plataforma interna do nordeste brasileiro adjacente Natal (RN). O objetivo deste trabalho é identificar
e delimitar os diferentes padrões texturais que caracterizam o substrato marinho da área de estudo. Adicionalmente, são avaliadas e comparadas duas abordagens
distintas de classificação textural de sonogramas, sendo elas: a classificação automática GLCM disponível no software SonarWiz, e a classificação semi-automática
máxima verossimilhança (Maximum Likelihood) disponível no software ArcGIS. A comparação foi realizada com base na capacidade de identificação e delimitação
da distribuição dos padrões texturais. A utilização da classificação automática identificou 5 padrões, enquanto que, na classificação semi-automática 6 padrões foram
identificados. Foi feita a correlação entre os padrões texturais encontrados em cada classificação, além da correlação entre os padrões texturais e os níveis de intensidade
de reflectância presente no sonograma.
Palavras-chave: sonografia, classificação textural, padrões de textura, hidroacústica.
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INTRODUCTION
The intensification of marine resources exploration requires
the application of geophysical techniques for detailed seabed
mapping (Simons & Snellen, 2009). Advances in high-resolution
hydroacoustic techniques for seabed imaging led to the increase
in mapping accuracy, quality and velocity. Such advances
improved the geological, biological and geomorphological
classification of the seabed allowing the identification of
geohabitats (Brown & Collier, 2008).
The accurate mapping of geohabitats, seabed morphology
and sedimentology (i.e. textural classification of sonograms) are
the first necessary steps for the implementation of hydro-ways,
construction of new harbors, installation of structures for
hydrocarbons exploration and production (E&P), and other
mineral resources (e.g. gas hydrates, manganese nodules, sand
extraction, etc.). Moreover, seabed mapping is an important tool
for coastal zone management and coastal protection projects
(Che Hasan et al., 2014).
Seabed mapping for bottom classification is based on
the analysis of the backscattered hydroacoustic wave (Blondel,
2009). Different types of substrate result in different intensities
of the backscatter (Che Hasan et al., 2014). However, the
seabed sedimentological (or textural) classification requires in

situ samples (e.g. sediment samples, observational dives, video
records of seabed, etc.) to validate the textural classification
based on backscatter intensity. Moreover, textural classification
using backscatter signal is based on the visual observation of the
different patterns on the sonogram, therefore, dependent of the
interpreter’s experience and knowledge of the area (Souza, 2006).
Automatic and semi-automatic classifications have been used to
minimize subjectivity on the seabed classification process, which
is based on statistical analysis of the backscatter signal to define
the spatial limits of the textural classes which are present in a
given location.
In this sense, this work targeted the comparison between
automatic and semi-automatic seabed classification, using side
scan sonar backscatter signal, of the inner shelf adjacent to
Ponta Negra beach (Natal-RN), which is located at the northeast
Brazilian coast (approximately -5.8◦ latitude) (Fig. 1).
The area has approximately 18.0km2 , with depths varying
between 2.0m and 13.0m. The continental shelf is ∼25.0km wide
with the shelf break occurring at ∼60.0m water depth. In the
adjacent Ponta Negra beach, the Morro do Careca sandy costal
dune occurs on top of a rocky headland. Tides on this location are
semi-diurnal with amplitudes ranging from ∼1.4m to ∼2.2m, for
neap- and spring tide, which characterizes a meso-tidal regime.

Figure 1 – Location of the study area and survey lines.
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Figure 2 – Flowchart presenting the steps to process the sonograms.

METHODOLOGY
The data were acquired with an integrated interferometric system
EdgeTech 4600 which records simultaneously high resolution
multi-beam bathymetry and side scan sonar. It has a maximum
angular coverage of 200◦ which allows covering 12 times the
water depth (limited to a maximum of 140m swath coverage for
bathymetry data acquisition) and operates at 54kHz.
A GPS, a depth sounder, a motion reference unit and a
gyrocompass were used in the survey to record the position
information of sonar data. The side scan sonar data were
acquired with 150m swath coverage. The insonified area covered
approximately 18km2 totaling 50 coastal parallel lines ranging of
4.9km to 5.5km length. The survey lines were spaced 60m to 80m
from each other, depending on water depth (Fig. 1).
To process the bathymetry data the software Hypack 2014
was used to integrate sound velocity, tide and bathymetry data.
The SonarWiz 5.0 software was applied to process the sonograms
following the steps described in the flowchart of Figure 2.
The sonograms were georeferenced (Datum WGS84, UTM
projection Zone 25S), and the swath percentage was defined
based on visual inspection of the backscatter intensity of the
far beams in relation to the near beams, when imaging the
same textural sediment type. This evaluation revealed that using
90% of swath coverage would guarantee both total (100%)
bottom coverage (yet minimizing data overlap) and uniformity of
backscatter data across swath. Moreover, the bottom tracking tool
was used to eliminate the blank area at nadir. The Empirical Gain
Normalization (EGN) standardized colors of areas which have
similar reflectance (i.e. same backscatter signal intensity) using
the average of amplitudes of all sonogram cells.
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Figure 3 – Raw (left) and processed (right) sonograms showing the
improvement in image quality.

The processing flow (Fig. 2) significantly improved the
sonograms quality and facilitated visual identification of the
textural patterns (Fig. 3).
The side scan sonar mosaic was done following reflectance
tones and was adjusted to initiate seabed textural classification.
Automatic classification was performed using the software
SonarWiz 5.0 by applying the Gray Level Co-occurrence Matrix
(GLCM). In this classification the following image attributes
were used: standard deviation, entropy, auto-correlation and pixel
contrasts.
Semi-automatic classification was performed using the
software ArcGIS. In this classification the number of classes
was determined by visual analysis of the sonogram which
had the color tone variation as the major parameter for
determining textural classes. The software uses Maximum
Likelihood to determine the spatial limit between adjacent
classes. The validation of the textural classification was done
using sediment samples archived at the Geologia e Geofísica
Marinha e Monitoramento Ambiental (GGMMA) laboratory
located at Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do Norte (UFRN).
RESULTS
Bathymetry
Bathymetry depth ranges in the area from 13.9m to a minimum of
2.5m and mean depths of 8.29m (Fig. 4).
Sonography
In the post processing of sonography data all files were
amalgamated to produce a mosaic (Fig. 5).
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Figure 4 – Digital Terrain Model.

Figure 5 – Sonography mosaic.

Figure 6 – Mosaic of the sonograms showing details of low (A) and high (B)
reflectance sites.
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The color tones are directly related to reflectance
(backscatter intensity), hence, regions showing dark color
tones are characterized by low reflectance (high attenuation
of the acoustic wave) while regions of bright color tones are
characteristic of high reflectance (low attenuation of the acoustic
wave) (Fig. 6).
For ease description and understanding of the results,
the survey area was divided in three zones according to their
respective distance from the shoreline (proximal, intermediate,
distal) (Fig. 7).

CLASSIFICATION
Automatic Classification
In GLCM automatic classification 5 textural patterns were
identified named P1 to P5 (Fig. 8).

Figure 7 – Division of the survey area in three zones: proximal, intermediate
and distal.
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In the proximal zone the pattern P1 appears more frequently
with 42.74% occurrence along the entire zone (Table 1). Textural
pattern P2 covers 7.66% of the proximal zone, occurring
in contact to P4. In turn, P4 covers approximately 16.4%
of the proximal zone, occurring predominantly on the south.
P3 correspond to 32.64% of the proximal zone and occurs
predominantly at the central part of this zone.
On the intermediate zone all textural patterns were present,
however, P1 covers 77.59% of this zone (Fig. 8). P3 is the second
most representative textural pattern found on the intermediate
zone. P1 and P3 represent 92.55% of the textural variability of this
one, with P3 occurring predominantly at east and west extremities
of this zone (Table 1, Fig. 8). The textural pattern P2 occurs
predominately on the south part of this zone and corresponds to
5.97% of it. The pattern P4 covers 1.36% of the textural variability
of this zone and its occurrence is concentrated on the center west
portion (Fig. 8).

Figure 8 – Automatic classification GLCM done in SonarWiz 5.0.
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On the distal zone also predominates the textural patterns
P1 and P3 which correspond to 67.16% and 31.63%, respectively
(Table 1). P3 occurs predominantly on the west part of this zone
while P1 occurs throughout the entire zone. Together P2 and P4
represent 1.03% of the textural variability of this zone; hence, the
distal zone has the least textural variability when compared to the
proximal and intermediate zones (Fig. 8).
In general, the textural pattern P1 occurs more frequently
than all others added, corresponding to 63.60% of the survey
area. P3 was the second more abundant textural pattern, covering
27.48% of the survey area. P4 and P5 together represent 4.74%
and 0.27% of the survey area, respectively, while P2 covers
3.92% (Table 1).
Table 1 – Percentages of the textural patterns found on the survey area according
to the automatic classification.
Textural patterns

Proximal

Intermediate

Distal

Total area

P1

42.74%

77.59%

67.16%

63.60%

P2

7.66%

5.97%

0.74%

3.92%

P3

32.64%

14.96%

31.63%

27.48%

P4

16.40%

1.36%

0.29%

4.74%

P5

0.56%

0.12%

0.18%

0.26%

100.00%

100.00%

100.00%

100.00%

second more abundant pattern of this zone covering 21.90% of
it, and found preferably to the east part. P2 represents 12.15%
of the proximal zone occurring in contact to P1and P5. In turn,
P5 correspond to 8.92% of the textural variability of this zone,
associated to P6 and P2. The textural pattern P6 corresponds
to 9.83% of this zone and it is found on the south. (Fig. 9). P4
represents 4.49% of the proximal zone, found at its central and
south parts and always in contact to P6 (Fig. 9).
On the intermediate zone predominates the textural patterns
P1, P2 and P3 which add up 93.96% of this zone (Table
1). P1 is the most common, corresponding to 65.23% and
occurring throughout the entire zone. P2 and P3 are found
with approximately the same frequency (14.24% and 14.49%,
respectively). P2 was found predominantly on the center-south
portion, while P3 occurs along the east limit and to the northwest.
The patterns P4, P5 and P6 add 6.04% of this zone and are found
preferably at its midwest portion (Fig. 9).

Table 2 – Percentages of the textural patterns found on the survey area according
to the semi-automatic classification
Textural patterns

Proximal

Intermediate

Distal

Total area

P1

42.71%

65.23%

60.11%

56.62%

P2

12.15%

14.24%

4.18%

8.98%

P3

21.90%

14.49%

34.02%

25.62%

P4

4.49%

0.87%

0.51%

1.70%

P5

8.92%

3.84%

0.95%

3.90%

P6

9.83%

1.33%

0.23%

3.18%

100.00%

100.00%

100.00%

100.00%

Semi-automated classification

Figure 9 – Semi-automatic classification performed using the software ArcGIS.

On the semi-automated classification 6 textural patterns were
identified named P1 to P6 (Fig. 9). The proximal zone shows
highest heterogeneity among the three zones (Fig. 9). P1 is
the textural most abundant pattern, covering 42.71% occurring
predominantly on the west part of this zone (Fig. 9). P3 is the

The distal zone shows the least textural variability and it
is composed predominately by P1 and P3, which add 94.13%
of the textural patterns found on this zone (P1=60.11% and
P2=34.02%, respectively) (Table 2). P1 occurs throughout the
Brazilian Journal of Geophysics, 37(1), 2019

PEREIRA TRB, VITAL H, SILVA AGA & OLIVEIRA CA

7

Figure 10 – A – Sonography mosaic with location and textural classification of seabed samples/ B – Semi-automatic classification/ C – Automatic classification

entire zone, however, it is concentrated on the east (Fig. 9). P3
is commonly found at the midwest portion. The textural patterns
P2, P4, P5, and P6 add 5.87% of this zone occurring mainly to
the east part, where P1 predominates (Fig. 9).
DISCUSSION
Texture is one of the characteristics of a sonogram used to
distinguish reflectance levels of a given acoustic wave on the
seabed (Lurton, 2002; Blondel, 2009). In this way data from the
automatic and semi-automatic classification were associated to
textural patterns, which in turn correspond to different reflectance
levels (Fig. 10). On the survey area low reflectance was correlated
to fine to very-fine grained unconsolidated sediments (i.e. silt
or clay) (Fig. 10A). Conversely, regions of high reflectance were
correlated to unconsolidated sediment sand (i.e. siliciclastic,
carbonate or mixed sands) or bedrocks (i.e. rocks or compacted
sediments) (Collier & Brown, 2005; Brown & Collier, 2008).
Automatic classification generates faster results and it
is independent from the interpreter’s subjectivity on the
determination of the number of textural classes present on the
sonogram (Souza, 2006). However, its comparison with the
semi-automatic textural classification revealed that automatic
classification underestimated the number of classes. (Figs. 10B
and 10C).
The textural pattern P3 represent the same textural pattern
on the classifications automatic and semi-automatic, respectively.
They represent maximum reflectance sites, hence, brighter color
tones on the sonograms.
Brazilian Journal of Geophysics, 37(1), 2019

P4 on the automatic classification represent the merge of P4
and P6 of the semi-automatic classification. At these sites occurs
the highest attenuation of the acoustic wave on the survey area
(i.e. lowest reflectance).
The pattern P1 on automatic and semi-automatic
classifications, are correlated and represent an intermediate
reflectance level.
P2, of the automatic classification, was correlated to P5,
of the semi-automatic classification, and they represent sites of
low to intermediate reflectance levels. The textural pattern P5, of
the automatic classification, represent an artifact resulted from
the application of the bottom tracking tool to remove the water
column (nadir blank area) from the sonogram. This artifact was
not present on the semi-automatic classification.
The textural pattern P2 of the semi-automatic classification
could not be correlated to any of the automatic classification. On
the sonogram this pattern represents an intermediate reflectance
level and considered as a transition from P1 to P5 (Fig. 11).
A qualitative analysis of the products from automatic
and semi-automatic classifications reveal that they represent
approximately on the same manner the major textural patterns.
However, automatic classification drew abrupt contacts between
different classes while semi-automatic classification managed to
capture a gradational transition between them, which commonly
occurs in nature (Wang et al., 1998; Trindade & Ramos-Pereira,
2009).
The automatic classification was not able to resolve
the gradational transition between adjacent textural classes.
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Figure 11 – A - Transition zone from low reflectance to intermediate reflectance/B - Transition zone in semi-automatic classification
showing the transition from P5 and P2.

Figure 12 – Transition zone between different textural patterns (A - Sonography mosaic/ B - Semi-automatic classification/ C - Automatic
classification).

Moreover, in coastal depositional systems the faciologic
distribution is directly related to the hydrodynamic conditions of
the area which promote gradational transition between the facies
(e.g. beach system) (Wang et al., 1998; Calliari et al., 2003;
Trindade & Ramos-Pereira, 2009).

Once the survey area is inserted on the inner continental
shelf (Coutinho, 1976; Vital et al., 2010; Vital, 2014) it is likely
that such gradational contact occurs and that the semi-automatic
classification most accurately described the sedimentological
variability on the survey area (Fig. 12).
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Figure 13 – A - Sonography mosaic and sampling station/ B - Integration between sediment composition and automatic classification/ C - Integration between grain
size of sediment and automatic classification.

Figure 14 – A - Sonography mosaic and sampling station/ B - Integration between sediment composition and semi-automatic classification/ C - Integration between
grain size of sediment and semi-automatic classification.

The comparison with seabed sediment samples reveal that
the variability of the reflectance patterns is related not only to grain
size but also to sediment composition (i.e. different proportions of
siliciclastic versus bioclastic material in the samples). However,
low reflectances are still related to fine grained sediment (P4 of
automatic classification and P4 and P5 of the semi-automatic
classification), while on higher reflectances the variability is

Brazilian Journal of Geophysics, 37(1), 2019

associated to compositional changes of the sand (i.e. variations
on the bioclastic vs siliciclastic material) (Figs. 13 and 14).
CONCLUSION
The processing steps applied on the sonograms revealed to
be efficient on the improvement of the sonogram’s quality by
reducing color variability over the same bottom type. The EGN
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allowed the use of both automatic (GLCM) and semi-automatic
(Maximum Likelihood) classifications. The algorithm applied on
the automatic classification could not resolve the gradational
transition between adjacent sedimentary facies. On the other
hand, the semi-automatic classification efficiently resolved the
gradational transition between adjacent sedimentary facies.
Therefore, the experience of the interpreter still plays a significant
role on the analysis of sonograms for textural classification of
seabed.
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