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ABSTRACT
The objective on this study is to investigate the age and yield of fresh fruit bunches (FFB) of oil
palms based on ALOS PALSAR 2. The study area is oil palm plantations areas of Jerantut,
Pahang Malaysia. The methodology consists collecting of ALOS PALSAR 2 and inventory data
on the study area, processing of ALOS PALSAR 2 including of converting digital numbers to
normalized radar cross sections (NRCS), topography correction and filtering, creating regions
of interest according to areas of age and yield of FFB of oil palms, and performing
relationships analysis between backscattering of HH, HV, and age and yield of FFB of oil palm.
The results showed the relationship between HH, HV and age of oil palm, with R2 of 0.63 for
HH and 0.42 for HV, which indicated increasing age of oil palm causing increasing
backscattering value of HH and HV. In addition, there was a relationship between HH, HV and
yield of FFB of oil palm, with R2 of 0.26 for HH and 0.15 for HV, that has indicated increasing
of yield of FFB as decreasing of backscattering value of HH and HV.
Keywords: Tree plantation; L band; coefficients of correlation and determination.
1.

INTRODUCTION

Oil palm is the most productive oil seed and is becoming an increasingly important agriculture
in the world, with approximately 85% of the crude oil originating from Malaysia and Indonesia
(Mc Donald et al., 2013). High yield and low production costs of palm oil are the reasons
driving commercial plantation companies to cultivate oil palm trees on a large scale (Wahid et
al., 2005). Since the 1990s, oil palm plantations have been in expansion in humid tropical areas,
and land under oil palms increased to 12.6 mil. ha in 2010 with annual palm oil production
exceeding 32 mil. tons, suggesting that global demand for palm oil will be about 62–63 mil.
tons in 2015 (Aholoukpè et al., 2013). In the case of Malaysia, the first oil palm plantations
were established in 1917. The oil palm areas has expanded continuously, and recent increases in
the demand for food, chemicals and biofuels have led to a surge in land conversion rates (Basri
et al., 2005; Corley et al., 2009; Danielsen et al., 2009; Kho et al., 2015). Oil palm plantations
in Malaysia covered approximately 5.08 mil. ha in 2012, an increase of 1.6% from 5 mil. ha
recorded in 2011 (Malaysian Palm Oil Board, 2012; Kho et al., 2015). The state of Sabah is the
largest producer of oil palm in Malaysia, with 1.44 mil. ha of oil palm plantations or 28.4% of
the total oil palm planted area in Malaysia, followed by Sarawak with 1.08 mil. ha (21.2%)
(Malaysian Palm Oil Board, 2012; Kho et al., 2015). Oil palms cultivation requires humid
equatorial conditions to thrive, and the conditions in Southeast Asia are ideal (Sheil et al.,
2009). Seasonal droughts at higher tropical latitudes greatly reduce yields (Basiron, 2007). In
addition, the age of the oil palms is one of the important factors influencing the production of
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fruit bunches (Van Gelder, 2004; Tan et al., 2013). According to (Mc Morrow, 2001; Tan et al.,
2013), the age data of oil palm have the potential to be used in precision farming. Organization
or management of zones based on such data is effective for maximization of palm oil yield,
which is one of the most important variables affecting profit. However, collecting age data on
oil palm trees is time consuming and costly, especially on a large or regional scale (Tan et al.,
2013).
Remote sensing has been widely proven to be essential in monitoring and mapping land use and
land cover (LULC), including forest and plantation area. Although sensors in the optical range
of the electromagnetic spectrum have received the greatest attention, optical remote sensing
suffers from degradation of imagery through haze, which is a very common phenomenon in
Malaysia and other countries in South East Asia (Van Gelder, 2004). The launch of the Japanese
Space Exploration Agency’s (JAXA) Advanced Land Observing Satellite (ALOS) Phased
Arrayed L-band SAR (PALSAR) represented a milestone in the global observation,
characterization, mapping and monitoring of LULC, including forest and plantation area largely,
because these provide more information on the 3D structure and biomass of woody vegetation.
As data can be obtained in day or night regardless of weather conditions, LULC including forest
and plantation area can be observed more frequently, even in regions with prevalent cloud
cover. ALOS-PALSAR penetrates through foliage and interact primarily with the woody
components of vegetation. Horizontally transmitted waves are either depolarized through
volume scattering by branches in the canopy, with a proportion of vertically polarized
microwaves returning to the sensor, or penetrate through the canopy and interact with the
trunks, returning primarily through double bounce scattering as a horizontally polarized wave
(Lucas et al., 2007). Longer L-band (e.g., 15-20 cm) microwaves have a greater likelihood of
penetrating the foliage and small branches at the upper canopies of the forest, and interacting
with woody trunks and larger branch components as well as the underlying surface (Tsomon et
al., 2002; Lucas et al., 2004). It has been proven that radar is sensitive to the structure of the
canopy. The received backscatter intensity represented in the image is a composition of
interactions with the crown, trunk and ground surface. Using fully polarimetric, SAR it is
possible to derive a relationship between backscatter, texture and crop status. This would help to
derive certain patterns for different growth stages of the oil palm. This is very relevant
information for optimized and sustainable oil palm plantation management (Christine et al.,
2014).
Our study, which is aimed at utilizing ALOS PALSAR 2 for oil palm plantation management
including mapping, estimation of biomass and yield production, has just been started and is in
the preliminary study. In this paper, we focus on investigating the age and yield of fruit fresh
bunches (FFB) of oil palms based on ALOS PALSAR 2. The study area is the oil palm
plantations areas in Jerantut, Pahang Malaysia.
2.

MATERIALS AND METHODOLOGY

The methodology consists collecting of ALOS PALSAR 2 and inventory data on the study area,
processing of ALOS PALSAR 2 including of converting digital numbers to normalize radar
cross sections, topography correction and filtering, creating regions of interest according to
areas of age and yield of FFB of oil palms, and performing relationships analysis between
backscatter values of HH and HV and age and yield of FFB of oil palm. Generally, the
methodology on this study can be seen on Figure 1.
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Figure 1: Methodology of this study.

2.1

Data Collection

We used ALOS PALSAR 2 (Figure 2) that was launched on May 24, 2014. ALOS PALSAR Lband, with 1.2 GHz center frequency and 14 or 28 MHz bandwidths, and dual polarization HH
(horizontal transmitting and horizontal receiving) and HV (horizontal transmitting and vertical
receiving), was developed by the Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency (JAXA).

Figure 2: Data used for the study area.
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We collected ALOS -PALSAR 2 Fine Beam Double Polarization (FBD) product level 1.5 that
was acquired on February 28, 2015. FBD product level 1.5 has spatial resolution of 10 m and
swath of 70 km, which multi-look data on slant range from map projection amplitude data with
range and azimuth compressed. For this study, we also collected field data about age and yield
of fruit fresh bunches (FFB) in the study area, which was based on each block. We collected the
age and yield of FFB with totally on 12 blocks in the study area, but for this case, we had
limitation because we collected age of oil palm with majority of 11 to 21 years old.
2.2

Preprocessing

Preprocessing focuses on converting of the digital number (DN) values of HH (DN HH ) and HV
(DN HV ) to a normalized radar cross section (NRCS) in decibel (dB), (i.e., HH and HV ) using
the following equations (Shimada et al., 2009):
= 10 x log 10 (DN2 HH ) - CF
2
HV = 10 x log 10 (DN Hv ) - CF

(1)
(2)

HH

where
is backscattering coefficient and CF is the calibration factor. The CF is dependent on
the processing date; in this study, CF is equal to -83.0 both for HH and HV.
For reducing multiplicative speckle noise and topographic effect on ALOS PALSAR 2 imaging,
we used frost enhancement filtering (Shimada et al., 2010) with windows size 5x5 and
orthorectification. Due to lack of detailed topographic data, for this study, we used Shuttle
Radar Topography Mission (SRTM) data for processing of orthorectification.
2.3

Region of Interest (ROI) and Relationships Analysis

We created ROI for the ALOS PALSAR 2 data by considering of the age and yield of the FFB
regions. We have totally 12 ROIs. Each ROI has information on age and yield of FFB of oil
palm. The ALOS PALSAR 2 data contains response from the characteristics of oil palm.
Backscattering response of oil palm area depends on structure and density of oil palm. All oil
palm stands, and even for that matter various structure and density have different backscattering
and texture patterns in various wavelengths. Thus, the relationships between age and yield of
FFB and remotely sensed data are unique. For analyzing these relationships, Pearson’s
correlation coefficient (r) is used. The value of r is such that -1 < r < +1. The + and – signs are
used for positive linear correlations and negative linear correlations respectively. If the
correlation coefficient (r) is close to 1, it means there is a strong relationship between them. In
addition, we calculate the coefficient determination (R2), which is a number that indicates the
proportion of the variance in the dependent variable that is predictable from the independent
variable. The coefficient of determination is such that 0 < R 2< 1, and denotes the strength of the
linear association between x and y. In this study, the variables are age and yield of FFB, and
HH and HV value derived from ALOS PALSAR 2.
3.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

For this study, we had some variables such as age and yield of FFB of oil palms derived from
field surveys and ancillary data, and HH, HV values derived from ALOS PALSAR 2. We
integrated each other to determine the coefficient correlations and determination. Based on
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regression models and coefficient of determination, we obtained information on the
relationships between each other.
Firstly, we investigated the relationship between age and yield of FFB in the study area. We
collected information of age and yield of FFB from the 12 blocks in study areas. The limitation
of this study area is the age of oil palms has majority from 11 to 21 years old. The coefficients
of correlation and determination between age and yield of FFB are r = -0.48 and R2 = 0.23
respectively. The scatter plot between age and yield of FFB can be seen on Figure 3, indicates
increasing of age of oil palm with decreasing of yield of FFB. In this case, we used linear
analysis because we started from 11 to 21 years old. Based on linear analysis for age and yield
on 11 to 21 years old, the values of coefficients correlation and determination are not strong.
According to Van Gelder (2004) and Tan et al., (2013), oil palm trees commonly have an
economical life span up to 25 years old, which begin at the time a tree reaches maturity at about
3 years, with production reaching peak between 6 and 10 years (Mc Morrow, 2001; Tan et al.,
2013), and decreases after that (Chemura, 2012; Tan et al., 2013).

Figure 3: Relationship between age and yield of FFB of oil palm based on 11 to 21 years old oil
palm trees.

Secondly, we investigate relationship between age of FFB, and HH and HV derived from ALOS
PALSAR 2 for the study area. For this relationship (Figure 4), we used logarithmic trend line
because the rate of change in data increased quickly. The relationship between HH, HV and age
of oil palms is moderate, with the coefficient of determination (R2) being 0.63 for HH and 0.42
for HV. Figure 4 indicates increasing of age of oil palms with increasing HH and HV values.
We hypothesized oil palms growing that causes higher of trunks, more leafs and branches, and
larger canopy. This condition will increase the overall volume of backscattering values, which
increases the HH and HV values. According to Tan et al., (2013), the height of oil palms has
strong correlation with age, the coefficient of determination being 0.90, while according to
Chemura (2012), the canopy of oil palm has strong correlation with the coefficient of
determination value being 0.88. Furthermore, Vena et al. (2012) reported that higher HH and
HV values indicate higher above ground biomass of oil palms.
Thirdly, we investigate the relationship between yield of FFB, and HH and HV derived from
ALOS PALSAR 2 for the study area. Based on Figure 5, the linear relationships between HH
and HV, and yield of FFB are not strong. The coefficient correlation (r) is -0.52 for HH and
-0.38 for HV. The coefficient of determination (R2) is 0.26 for HH and 0.15 for HV. It is
observed that yield increases with decreasing values of HH and HV.

61

(a)

(b)

Figure 4: Relationships between (a) backscattering of HH and age of oil palms,
and (b) backscattering of HV and age of oil palms.

(a)

(b)

Figure 5: Relationships between (a) backscattering of HH and yield of FFB, and (b) backscattering of HV
and yield of FFB. The FFB was derived from oil palms of 11 to 21 years old.

For this case, we also use the yield of FFB derived from age of oil palms from 11 to 21 years
old. We believe if we used more yield of FFB derived from a larger variety of age of oil palms,
we will get better results. Our hypothesized age has significant correlation with HH and HV
derived from ALOS PALSAR, and age also has significant correlation with FFB of oil palms
because of that HH and HV has significant correlation with FFB of oil palms. However
backscatter values derived from ALOS PALSAR depend on wavelengths, polarization, incident
angle, temporal data and environment (e.g., moisture, landscape) (Lucas et al., 2010; Darmawan
et al., 2015) and structure of oil palm (e.g. size, geometry and orientation of leaves, trunks,
branches, and aerials or stilt roots) (Morel et al., 2011; Darmawan et al., 2014).
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4.

CONCLUSION

This study has reported on an investigation of age and yield of FFB of oil palms based on
ALOS PALSAR 2. Based on age of oil palms from 11 to 21 years old, we found increase of age
of oil palms with decreasing yield of FFB. We also found that the relationship between
backscattering of HH and HV derived from ALOS PALSAR 2, and age of oil palm is moderate.
The coefficient determination (R2) is 0.63 for HH and 0.42 for HV. Increasing of age of oil palm
is observed for increasing of backscattering values of HH and HV. We hypothesized that oil
palms growing results in higher trunks, more leafs and branches, and larger canopy. This
condition increases the volume of overall backscattering values, which increases the values of
HH and HV. In addition, we found that the relationship between HH and HV, and yield of FFB
derived from age of oil palm from 11 to 21 years old is not strong, with R2 of 0.26 for HH and
0.15 for HV. Increasing yield is observed for decreasing backscattering values of HH and HV.
We believe that utilization of ALOS PALSAR 2 is promising for monitoring and management
of oil palm plantations. For future works, we will collect more ALOS PALSAR 2 and samples
of oil palm for mapping and creating a model to estimate biomass, age and FFB in regional
areas, while also considering the effect of weather conditions and topography on oil palm
management.

CONFLICT OF INTEREST
The author declare that there is no conflict of interests regarding the publication of this paper.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT
This study is carried out as to support a JAXA SAFE activity. The author would like to thank
JAXA-SAFE and FELDA Malaysia as the executor for this JAXA-SAFE activity.

REFERENCES
Aholoukpè, H., Dubos, B., Flori, A., Deleporte, P., Amadji, G., Chotte, J.L. & Blavet, D.
(2013). Estimating aboveground biomass of oil palm: Allometric equations for estimating
frond biomass. For. Ecol. Manage., 292: 122–129.
Basiron, Y. (2007). Palm oil production through sustainable plantations, Eur. J. Lipid Sci.
Technol., 109: 289–295.
Basri, W.M., Abdullah, S.N.A. & Henson, I.E. (2005). Oil palm, Plant Prod. Sci., 8: 288–97.
Chemura, A. (2012). Determining Oil Palm Age from High Resolution Satellite Imagery. MSc
Thesis, International Institute for Geo-Information Science and Earth Observation (ITC),
The Netherlands.
Christine, P. (2014). Mapping palm oil expansion using SAR to study the impact on the CO2
cycle, IOP Conf. Ser.: Earth Environ. Sci., 20: doi:10.1088/1755-1315/20/1 /012012.
Corley, R.H.V. (2009). How much palm oil do we need ?, Environ. Sci. Policy., 12: 134–9.
Danielsen, F., Beukema, H., Burgess, N.D., Parish, F., Brühl, C.A., Donald, P.F., Murdiyarso,
D., Phalan, B., Reijnders, L., Struebig, M. & Fitzherbert, E.B. (2009). Biofuel plantations
on forested lands: double jeopardy for biodiversity and climate, Conserv. Biol., 23: 348–
58.

63

Darmawan, S., Takeuchi, W., Vetrita, Y., Wikantika, K., & Sari D.K. (2014). Characterization
of mangrove forest types based on ALOS-PALSAR in overall Indonesian archipelago,
IOP Conf. Ser.: Earth Environ. Sci., 20: doi:10.1088/1755-1315/20/1/012051.
Darmawan, S., Takeuchi, W., Vetrita, Y., Wikantika, K. & Sari, D.K. (2015). Impact of
topography and tidal height on ALOS PALSAR polarimetric measurements to estimate
aboveground biomass of mangrove forest in Indonesia, J. Sens., Article ID 641798.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1155/2015/641798.
Kho, L.K., & Jepsen, M.R. (2015). Carbon stock of oil palm plantations and tropical forests in
Malaysia: A review, Singapore J. Trop. Geo., 36: 249–266.
Lucas, R. M., Moghaddam, M., & Cronin, N. (2004). Microwave scattering from mixed-species
forest, Queensland Australia, IEEE Trans. Geosci. Remote Sens., 42: 2142-2159.
Lucas, R.M., Mitchell, A., Rosenqvist, A., Proisy, C., Melius, A., & Ticehurst, C. (2007). The
potential of L-band SAR for quantifying mangrove characteristics and change: Case
studies from the tropics. Aquat. Conserv. Mar. Freshwater Ecosyst., 17: 245-264.
Lucas, R., Armston, J., Fairfax, R., Fensham, R., Accad, A., Carreiras, J., Kelley, J., Bunting,
P., Clewley, D., Bray, S., Metcalfe, D., Dwyer, J., Bowen, M., Eyre, T., Laidlaw, M., &
Shimada, M. (2010). An evaluation of the ALOS PALSAR L-Band backscatter: above
ground biomass relationship Queensland, Australia: impacts of surface moisture
condition and vegetation structure, IEEE J. Sel. Top. Appl. Earth Obs. Remote Sens., 3:
576-593.
Malaysian Palm Oil Board (2012). Malaysian Oil Palm Statistics 2012. Malaysian Palm Oil
Board, Selangor.
Mc Donald, P.A., Carlson, K., Curran, L.M. & Ponette-Gonzalez. (2013). A NASA satellite
data used to study the impact of oil palm expansion across Indonesian Borneo, Earth
Observer, 25: 12-16.
Mc Morrow, J. (2001). Linear regression modelling for the estimation of oil palm age from
Landsat TM, Int. J. Remote Sens., 22: 2243–2264.
Morel, A.C., Saatchi, S.S., Malhi, Y., Berry, N.J., Banin, L., Burslem, B., Nilus, R. & Ong, R. C.
(2011). Estimating aboveground biomass in forest and oil palm plantation in Sabah,
Malaysian Borneo using ALOS PALSAR data, For. Ecol. Manage., 262: 1786–1798.
Shimada, M., Isoguchi, O., Tadono, T., & Isono, K. (2009). PALSAR radiometric and
geometric calibration, IEEE Trans. Geosci. Remote Sens., 47: 3915-3932.
Shimada, M., & Takahiro, O. (2010). Generating large-scale high quality SAR mosaic datasets:
Application to PALSAR data for global monitoring, IEEE J. Sel. Top. Appl. Earth Obs.
Remote Sens.,3: doi: 10.1109/JSTARS. 2010.2077619.
Sheil, D., Casson, A., Meijaard, E., Van Nordwijk, Gaskell, J., Sunderland-Groves, J., Wertz, K.
& Kanninen, M. (2009). The impacts and opportunities of oil palm in Southeast Asia:
What do we know and what do we need to know?, Occasional paper No. 51. CIFOR,
Bogor, Indonesia.
Tan, K.P., Kanniah K.D., & Cracknell, A.P. (2013). Use of UK-DMC 2 and ALOS PALSAR
for studying the age of oil palm trees in southern peninsular Malaysia, Int. J. Remote
Sens., 34: 7424-7446.
Tsomon, R., Tateishi, R., & Tetuko, J.S.S. (2002). A method to estimate forest biomass and its
application to monitor Mongolian Taiga using JERS-1 SAR, Int. J. Remote Sens., 23:
4971-4978.
Van Gelder, J.W. (2004). Greasy palms: European buyers of Indonesia palm oil,
http://www.foe. co.uk/resource/reports/greasy_palms_buyers.pdf (Last access date: 16
February 2016).
Vena, S., Shariff, A.R.M., Nordin. L. & Pradhan, B. (2012). Estimation of above ground
biomass of oil palm trees by PALSAR, IEEE Colloquium on Humanities, Science &
Engineering Research (CHUSER), December 3-4, Kota Kinabalu Sabah, Malaysia.
Wahid, M.B, Abdullah, S.NA. & Henson, I.E. (2005). Oil palm - achievements and potential.
Plant Prod. Sci., 8: 288–297.
64

Wielaard, N., (2011). Impact of oil palm plantations on peatland conversion in Sarawak 20052010, Report SarVision, 14 pages http://www.wetlands.org/Portals/0/publications/
Report/ Malaysia%20Sarvision.pdf (Last access date: 14 February 2016).

65

