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Abstract: Nearshore bathymetric data are used in many coastal monitoring applications, but ac-
quisition conditions can be challenging. Shipborne surveys are prone to the risk of grounding in
shallow waters, and scheduled airborne surveys often fail to coincide with optimal atmospheric
and water conditions. As an alternative, since its launch in 2018, ICESat-2 satellite laser profile
altimetry data provide free and readily available data on a 91-day repeat cycle, which may contain
incidental bathymetric returns when suitable environmental conditions prevail. In this paper, the
vertical accuracy of extracted, refraction-adjusted ICESat-2 nearshore marine bathymetric data is
evaluated at four test sites in a Northern hemisphere, temperate latitude location. Multiple ICEsat-2
bathymetric values that occurred in close horizontal proximity to one another were averaged at a
spatial scale of 1 m and compared with Multibeam Echosounder bathymetric survey data and Global
Navigation Satellite System reference data. Mean absolute errors of less than 0.15 m were observed
up to depths of 5 m, with errors of less than 0.24 m (to 6 m), 0.39 m (to 7 m) and 0.52 m (to 10 m). The
occurrence of larger bathymetric errors with depth, which increase to 0.54 m at maximum photon
depths of 11 m, appears to be primarily related to reduced numbers of geolocated photons with
depth. The accuracies achieved up to 6 m suggest that the manual extraction, refraction adjustment
and bathymetric filtering steps were effective. Overall, the results suggest that ICESat-2 bathymetric
data accuracy may be sufficient to be considered for use in nearshore coastal monitoring applications
where shipborne and airborne bathymetric data might otherwise be applied.

Keywords: ICESat-2; marine bathymetry; bathymetric-accuracy with depth

1. Introduction

Accurate nearshore bathymetric data are required in many coastal monitoring ap-
plications. However, nearshore airborne bathymetric surveying is often challenged by
environmental factors that can hinder bathymetric data acquisition, leading to incomplete
bathymetric mapping coverage [1]. For example, Multibeam Echosounder (MBES) bathy-
metric surveys are typically limited to depths of more than 10 m in order to minimise the
risk of survey vessels running aground and to optimise the sonar beam swath width [2,3].
Airborne LiDAR Bathymetry (ALB) can typically produce bathymetric accuracies of 0.3
m for 95% of soundings to depths of approximately 30 m [4–7]. However, nearshore ALB
bathymetric laser reflection is often constrained by water column turbidity [8], water sur-
face perturbation or breaking waves at data acquisition time [9]. Satellite optical imaging
offers the opportunity to choose optimal imagery from multiple orbits, facilitating bathy-
metric mapping using empirical [10–12] and model inversion approaches [13,14]. However,
these are typically characterised by lower accuracies than MBES and ALB bathymetric
surveys [4–7], achieving between 0.5 and 1 m RMSE for depths of 10 m [15]. An alternative
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data source that has become recently available is Ice, Cloud and land Elevation Satellite-2
(ICESat-2) data. The ICESat-2 laser altimeter satellite instrument acquires laser data on a
91-day repeat cycle [16] and it appears to offer potential as a source of useful nearshore
bathymetric profile data in tropical waters [17] and lakes [18]. Its potential in a mid-latitude
temperate context is considered here.

The ICESat-2 was launched by the National Aeronautics and Space Administration in
September 2018 [19]. Its primary operational aim is the provision of global satellite Light
Detection and Ranging (LiDAR) profile data for the quantification of elevation changes in
land ice, sea ice and global vegetation canopies [16]. ICESat-2 utilises a 532 nm wavelength
(green) laser, operating at a pulse repetition frequency of 10,000 Hz. Consequently, it
possesses an incidental capacity to detect bathymetry [20] when atmospheric and water
conditions permit [17,18].

Furthermore, the manner in which the ICESat-2 laser returns are captured offers the
potential for multiple geolocated photons per metre in shallow water. The Advanced
Topographic Laser Altimeter System (ATLAS) onboard the ICEsat-2 defines the geoloca-
tion (elevation and geographic position) of individual reflected photons using a photon-
counting telescope [19]. Multiple reflected photons are therefore typically geolocated from
each laser pulse footprint. The details regarding how photon geolocation is implemented
are addressed in detail elsewhere [16–22]. However, in simplified terms, the individual
latitude, longitude and ellipsoidal height of each geolocated photon are defined within the
ATLAS instrument by combining laser pointing vectors, pulse emission timing and round-
trip photon time of flight, along with data on the ICESat-2 platform position, orientation,
attitude and orbital velocity [16].

A proportion of these geolocated photons may be reflected from the seabed [17,18] and
these may potentially provide sufficient bathymetric accuracy to be useful in some coastal
monitoring applications. Within raw ICESat-2 data, bathymetric photons are affected by
water column refraction, which results in an overestimation of depth and a horizontal
offset [17]. Parrish et al. [17] extracted bathymetric returns from subtropical ICESat-2
marine geolocated photon data by developing and applying a mathematical refraction
adjustment strategy that accounts for the bathymetric overestimation error. They also
observe a small angular refractive component, which results in a maximum horizontal
error of up to 0.09 m at the maximum depth of 30 m [17]. However, the maximum depths
in which the ICESat-2 is useful in our study area are just a little more than one-third
of this depth, so the horizontal component is not considered here. The authors of [17]
subsequently compare ICESat-2 bathymetric accuracy with co-located ALB data, observing
bathymetric residuals of less than 0.6 m root mean square error (RMSE) in subtropical
marine depths to 30 m. This is reasonably close to the 0.3 m accuracies that may be achieved
using ALB [4–7], which suggests that ICESat-2 might be useful in circumstances where
ALB data or shipborne Multibeam data are unavailable.

To date, assessments of ICEsat-2 bathymetric accuracy [17,18] have reported errors
across the full depth range for which data are available. This study assesses ICESat-2 marine
bathymetric data accuracy across a range of depths, in a temperate latitude marine context
where water clarity may be suboptimal for bathymetric laser penetration. Bathymetric
accuracy is quantified relative to nearshore high-accuracy MBES bathymetric data and
low-tide intertidal Global Navigation Satellite System (GNSS) data. ICESat-2 bathymetric
accuracy is evaluated at the maximum depth range, at successive depth ranges and within
discrete depth bands, at four test sites (Figure 1).

In summary, the principal aims of this paper are:

1. To evaluate ICESat-2 marine bathymetric performance in a mid-latitude temper-
ate context;

2. To assess accuracy at a range of depths, using external bathymetric reference data;
3. To describe an ICESat-2 bathymetric data processing chain that may be of interest to

prospective users of ICESat-2 bathymetric data.
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Figure 1. Location map of all 28 ICESat-2 profiles that contained extractable bathymetric photons (to
May 2021), with all four accuracy test sites labelled by site location name.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Materials

2.1.1. ICESat-2 Data: Coverage

The ATLAS instrument onboard the ICESat-2 satellite acquires profile data from a polar
orbiting altitude of 500 km (310 miles), completing 1387 unique global orbits (separated
by 28.8 km at the equator) every 91 days [20]. Each laser pulse that is issued from ATLAS
is split into six sub-beams that are grouped in three beam pairs. The beams within each
pair are separated by 90 m, each beam pair being offset from adjacent pairs by a distance
of 3.3 km across track at the equator [19]. The data gaps between the outermost pairs of
beams from adjacent orbits are approximately 22.2 km at the equator [19], converging at the
poles. The ICESat-2 also possesses an off-track pointing capability that can be implemented
on demand to perform profile acquisition at 3.6 km increments off-nadir, up to a maximum
of 10.8 km at either side of nadir at the equator [19]. Therefore, ICESat-2 profile data may
be available at intervals of between 3.3 km and less than 20 km in mid-latitudes.

2.1.2. ICESat-2 Data: Geolocated Photon Sampling Density

Of the approximately 300 trillion laser photons that are issued within each ICESat-2
laser pulse [20], up to 12 are reflected and counted [16] from each laser pulse ground
footprint. Each sequential ICESat-2 laser pulse is located only 0.7 m down-track from the
preceding pulse [23]. Consequently, many more than 12 geolocated photons typically occur
in any 17 m along-track section of an ICESat-2 profile at the ground surface. A maximum
of 15 geolocated photons were observed per metre in water depths less than 1 m at one of
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our accuracy test sites. However, it is important to stress that water surface perturbations
and breaking waves [9] and water column turbidity [8] can limit laser penetration of the
water column. Therefore, some sections of marine profiles in may contain no geolocated
photons at all.

2.1.3. MBES Bathymetric Reference Data

High-accuracy, shallow-water (less than 10 m) bathymetric MBES data were used
to determine the relative accuracy of ICESat-2 bathymetric data. The MBES survey data
were acquired from the shallow-water GSI Research Vessel R.V. Geo’ as part of the Irish
Integrated Mapping for the Sustainable Development of Ireland’s Marine Resource (INFO-
MAR) programme in July 2017 as part of operational seabed mapping within INFOMAR [1].
Bathymetric corrections were applied to the MBES survey data by INFOMAR in CARIS
HIPS, initially reducing the bathymetric value data to lowest astronomical tide (LAT)
values, which were subsequently transformed to ellipsoidal heights using the Vertical
Offshore Reference Framework (VORF). VORF provides a high-resolution digital model of
all the reference surfaces (LAT, onshore datums and ellipsoid) for Britain and Ireland, and
a software package that allows for conversion between them [24]. Depth error uncertainty
in the processed MBES data was quantified at less than 0.10 m to depths of 10 m [25].

Two ICESat-2 bathymetric data profiles, located near Baltimore (Site 1) and Seven
Heads (Site 2) in southwest Ireland (Figure 1) presented partial spatial overlaps with the
MBES data, presenting opportunities for accuracy assessment. These MBES data sets are
characterised by horizontal spatial resolutions of 1 m (Site 1 MBES data) and 5 m (Site 2
MBES data). Comparisons of ICESat-2 and MBES values were limited to ICEat-2 and MBES
data points that were separated by a maximum horizontal separation of less than 1 m at the
Baltimore test site, and a maximum horizontal separation of less than 2.5 m at the Seven
Heads test site. It is important to note that the southwest coast of Ireland is typified by
a sandy/rocky seabed and reasonably clear water conditions [26]. Consequently, these
southwestern ICESat-2 profiles were characterised by deeper bathymetric penetration than
two further test sites, which were located (Figure 1) in the typically more turbid waters of
the east coast.

2.1.4. GNSS Bathymetric Reference Data

The two east coast ICESat-2 bathymetric data profiles, located (Figure 1) near Howth
(Site 3) and Donabate (Site 4) were characterised by multiple bathymetric geolocated
photons per metre down to water depths of between 4 m and 5 m. However, these ICESat-
2 bathymetric profiles did not spatially overlap with existing MBES data or any other
bathymetric survey data. Therefore, GNSS reference data were acquired (July 2021) by
walking the bathymetric sections of the ICESat-2 profile tracks during a very low tide.

The GNSS elevation survey transects were obtained using a Trimble R4 system. Mea-
surements were taken at regular 1-m intervals using the Trimble VRS Now™ acquisi-
tion mode. VRS Now™ provides instant access to real-time kinematic (RTK) corrections
utilizing a network of permanent (fixed) continuously operating reference stations [27].
Positional (X,Y) and ellipsoidal metres elevation (Z) accuracies were all less than 0.02 m.
Therefore, the GNSS data were considered to be absolute reference elevation values for the
purpose of comparison with the extracted ICESat-2 bathymetric data.

2.2. Methods

2.2.1. ICESat-2: Geolocated Photon Data Download Access

The ICESat-2 data used in this study were downloaded as comma separated values
(csv) text files from the OpenAltimetry ICESat-2 data portal [28]. These data ranged in
dates from October 2018 to May 2021. It is important to emphasise that terrestrial, water
surface and bathymetric geolocated photons are not differentiated within the ICESat-2
geolocated photon cloud. However, candidate profiles for a selected region of interest
may be viewed as photon cloud plots in the side view within the OpenAltimetry portal,
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visually checking for the presence of bathymetric returns before a geolocated photon cloud
is downloaded. A review of all available marine profiles in the 2018–2021 date range
presented 28 ICESat-2 profiles that contained some discernible nearshore bathymetric data
on the Irish coast (Figure 1). The great majority of nearshore marine profiles (perhaps of
the order of 95%) contained no coherent bathymetric data.

2.2.2. ICESat-2 Bathymetric Extraction

Due to the conflation of non-bathymetric geolocated photons, some data processing
was required in order to extract bathymetric geolocated photon data. At the time of writing,
no automatic method is available to extract bathymetric photons from ICESat-2 geolocated
photon cloud data. Consequently, a semi-manual method was applied, employing existing
simple geoprocessing methods that are available within many commercial and open-source
geospatial analysis software packages. Bathymetric extraction involved the following steps:

1. Filtering geolocated photons by ICESat-2 signal-to-noise Ratio class;
2. Applying a temporary 3D rotation to the 3D geolocated photon cloud;
3. Conducting manual bathymetric extraction using a 2D geometric query;
4. Applying a bathymetric averaging filter to remove near-duplicate values.

1. Manual Bathymetric Extraction: Filtering by SNR Class

The ATLAS system onboard ICESat-2 classifies geolocated photons by a signal-to-
noise ratio [16]. This SNR classification is contained within the .csv data downloadable
from the OpenAltimetry portal [28]. Probable solar background photons are typified by
SNR scores of zero and possible background solar reflection photons are largely contained
within SNR classes 1 and 2. SNR classes 3 and 4 predominantly correspond with undif-
ferentiated geolocated photons that have been reflected from terrestrial features, water
surfaces and bathymetric features [23]. SNR classes 0, 1 and 2 (Figure 2a) may be segregated
and removed using any software package that has a table sorting, filtering or structured
query language (SQL) capability, retaining the undifferentiated geolocated photons that
correspond with terrestrial, water and bathymetric feature surfaces.

2. Manual Bathymetric Extraction: Temporary 3D Rotation

A 3D coordinate rotation was applied to the SNR-filtered photon cloud to prepare it
for bathymetric extraction. This temporary process (the latitude longitude coordinates were
retained) standardised the horizontal geographic coordinates of all geolocated photons to
the same units (metres) as the photon ellipsoidal heights. The 3D rotation was implemented
simply by mapping the along-track northings coordinates (metres) and the photon heights
(metres above ellipsoid) to a 2D plane in ArcGIS 10.x. The same procedure may be applied
using the basic point-mapping functionality of any commonly used geospatial mapping
software package.

3. Manual Bathymetric Extraction: 2D geometric query

Bathymetric photons were extracted from the 3D-rotated photon cloud by encap-
sulating the points with a user-defined 2D geometric query polygon that enclosed (by
visual interpretation) only the bathymetric points (Figure 2c). This offered flexibility in
shallow-water situations where water surface, water column and bathymetric geolocated
photons were often partially spatially conflated (Figure 2b). The process was undertaken
using ArcGIS 10.x but may be conducted in any one of several commonly used commercial
or open-source geospatial analysis packages. The bathymetric geolocated photons were
then retained as a new bathymetric-only text (csv) file for post-extraction filtering.

4. Post-Extraction Point Local Filtering

An xy local bathymetric mean filter was subsequently implemented in Python 3.x to
reduce bathymetric variability in the common situation where multiple bathymetrically
similar geolocated photons occurred at the same xy location (Figure 2d). The filter traverses
the extracted section of a profile, temporarily grouping photons that are separated by a
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horizontal distance of 1 metre of one another, calculating a mean bathymetric value within
each 1-m photon group. The horizontal position coordinates of the single filtered ICESat-2
bathymetric value from each 1-m radius grouping are rounded to the median metre value
within each photon group.
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2.2.3. ICESat-2 Bathymetric (Water Column) Refraction Error Adjustment

Due to the primary focus of ICESat-2 being ice and vegetation surfaces [20], any
bathymetric data that incidentally occur within an ICESat-2 profile will be subject to
inherent depth overestimation errors that derive from water refractive index being greater
than 1 [17]. Parrish et al. [17] discuss this refraction error in detail, developing and applying
a refraction adjustment factor that accounts for this inherent overestimation of depth in
ocean water [17]. In simplified terms, this overestimation error is proportional to depth in
a linear sense. The basic operation of the refraction adjustment is to apply a proportional
adjustment, where the uncorrected ellipsoidal height of a bathymetric geolocated photon
overestimates the actual depth by a factor of 0.25416 for a saltwater refractive index of
1.341 [17]. This adjustment factor was applied to bathymetric data extracted from four
accuracy testing sites (Figure 1).

2.2.4. Conducting the Refraction Adjustment

Adjusting for water surface refraction error begins with the determination of local
refraction-affected depth. Our implementation of the Parrish et al. [17] refraction ad-
justment quantifies local vertical water column (raw) depth by determining the vertical
ellipsoidal height difference between the bathymetric geolocated photons and their vertical
neighbour geolocated photons at the water surface. Water surface photons are extracted
separately, using the same extraction procedure that was applied to the bathymetric points.
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The unadjusted (refraction-affected) depth of each bathymetric geolocated photon (bz)
may be expressed as the vertical height difference between it and the water surface (wz). In
order to account for depth variations due to surface swell and wind-driven waves, the local
(unadjusted) depth is defined relative to a (10 point) along-track moving average applied
to the extracted water surface photons (wz). Applying the Parrish et al. [17] refraction
adjustment factor (DF) to this vertical height difference, the refraction-adjusted water depth
(Dra) may be expressed as is outlined in Equation (1).

Dra = (wz − bz)/(1 + DF) (1)

The refraction-adjusted depths are used to adjust the raw bathymetric ellipsoidal
height values, resulting in a new set of refraction-adjusted ICESat-2 bathymetric data at
each of the four accuracy test locations. It should be noted that Parrish et al. [17] do also
identify a small angular planimetric refraction-dependent displacement error (amounting
to approximately 0.09 m at depths of 30 m) for both ICESat-2 off-nadir beam pairs (Figure 1).
For the standard view angles within the ±3.3 km swath, if the data were using the special
tilt facility, this would be larger. However, since all of the bathymetric data that are
considered in this study are for refraction-adjusted depths less than 11.35 m and collected
with the standard on-track pointing, the angular planimetric displacement error component
that is possible at these depths is considered negligible and is ignored here.

2.2.5. Quantification of ICESat-2 Bathymetric Accuracy

The bathymetric accuracies of the raw and refraction-adjusted data were compared
with external MBES and GNSS data at four test sites (Figure 1). Bathymetric errors were
expressed as the mean absolute error (MAE) and root mean square (RMS) error. The
MAE method is outlined in simple form in Equation (2), where the absolute error (∆x)
can be determined from the actual value (x0), the measured value (x) and the number of
observations (n) as follows:

∆x = (x0 − x)/n (2)

The RMSE calculation method is outlined in Equation (3) below, where Pi is the
predicted value and Oi is the observed value and n is the number of data points.

RMSE =
√

((Σ (Pi − Oi)2) / n) (3)

3. Results

An examination of available ICESat-2 profiles [28] identified 28 profiles that contained
discernible bathymetric geolocated photons (Figure 1). Most of these were confined to very
shallow water, but four profiles reached (refraction-adjusted) depths of between 0 m and
11 m, providing opportunities for ICESat-2 bathymetric accuracy quantification (Table 1).

The two deepest-reaching profiles (both of which were acquired in June 2019) were
spatially coincident with nearshore INFOMAR MBES data acquired (23 months earlier)
in July 2017 (Table 1). A further two profiles (acquired in May 2019) provided sufficient
nearshore geolocated photons for accuracy comparison but had no spatial overlaps with
any existing external bathymetric reference data set. However, it was possible to acquire
a low-tide GNSS survey at these latter sites (26 months later) in July 2021 (Table 1). The
MBES and GNSS data were characterised by ellipsoidal elevation accuracies of better than
0.1 m [25] and 0.02 m [29], respectively, so they are treated here as absolute ellipsoidal
height reference data for the purposes of assessing ICESat-2 bathymetric accuracy.

Each ICESat-2 bathymetric point at each test site was paired (in ArcGIS 10.x) by
proximity with its single nearest horizontal neighbouring MBES or GNSS point (Table 1)
within a horizontal distance of less than the spatial resolution of the reference data set
(Figure 3). The accuracy of each ICESat-2 bathymetric geolocated photon was subsequently
quantified relative to its paired reference point at each test site.
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Table 1. Four sites at which ICESat-2 bathymetric accuracy was compared with external reference
MBES and GNSS data, with information regarding reference data spatial resolution and the horizontal
separation between each ICESat-2 bathymetric point and its paired reference point.

Test Site Profile
Date

Reference
Points (#)

Survey
Date

Spatial
Resolution

Radial
Proximity

1. Baltimore June 2019 MBES (101) July 2017 1 m <1 m
2. Seven Heads June 2019 MBES (88) July 2017 5 m <2.5 m
3. Howth May 2019 GNSS (223) July 2021 1 m <0.5 m
4. Donabate May 2019 GNSS (232) July 2021 1 m <0.5 m

Three bathymetric accuracy tests were conducted at each test site:

1. ICESat-2 bathymetric accuracy quantification across the full depth range of ICESat-2
points that could be paired with a nearby MBES of GNSS comparison point;

2. Determination of ICESat-2 bathymetric accuracy ranging from minimum depth to
progressive (incrementally deeper) water column depths;

3. Evaluation of ICESat-2 bathymetric accuracy within successive discrete 1-m depth bands.

3.1. ICESat-2 Bathymetric Accuracy Assessment across the Full Depth Range

Refraction-adjusted ICESat-2 bathymetric errors at the deeper water test sites (Table 2)
indicated accuracies of 0.23 m (MAE) to depths of approximately 7 m and 0.56 m (MAE) to
a depth of 11 m (Table 2). Results from the shallow-water tests sites were approximately
0.25 m (MAE) to depths of 3 m (Table 2), though we believe that these sites may have
been affected by changes in beach profile in the time period between ICESat-2 and GNSS
comparison data being acquired, see Discussion Section. Overall, the errors observed to
maximum depth at all four sites suggested that errors may increase with depth, with a
general tendency for overestimation of depth. The relationship of error to depth is thus
examined further in this study.

Table 2. Refraction-adjusted bathymetric accuracy across the full depth range that is represented
within the extracted ICESat-2 bathymetric data from each test site.

Site 1 Site 2 Site 3 Site 4

Mean absolute error (m) 0.56 0.23 0.26 0.25
Root mean square error (m) 0.74 0.32 0.33 0.30

Min depth of all bathy points (m) 4.96 1.75 0.16 0.10
Max depth of all bathy points (m) 11.00 7.34 3.10 3.19

The relationship between ICESat-2 bathymetric values and the reference MBES and
GNSS data is shown in Figure 4. In general terms, ICESat-2 bathymetric errors appear to
demonstrate some dependence upon depth, particularly at the two deeper test sites.
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3.2. ICESat-2 Bathymetric Accuracy to Progressive Water Column Depths

A closer examination of ICESat-2 refraction-adjusted bathymetric accuracies at pro-
gressive water column depths indicated a general trend of increasing errors with increased
water column depths at all four test sites (Table 3). For example, at Site 2, bathymetric
errors from the minimum depth (1.75 m) to 2 m, to 3 m, to 4 m and to 5 m depth ranges
(Table 3 and Figure 5) were all less than 0.15 m (MAE), with MAE errors in the 0–6 m and
0–7 m ranges being only slightly larger at 0.23 m (Table 3). At Site 1, MAE bathymetric
errors between the minimum depth (4.96 m) and 6 m were 0.24 m, with errors increasing to
0.40 m at 8 m and 0.54 m at 11 m (Table 3). Errors from 0 m to the maximum depth (3 m) at
the two east coast shallow-water test sites were all less than 0.32 m (MAE). This explains
why the overall MAE for Site 1 reported in Table 2 was higher than the other sites, since
Site 1 only consisted of deeper data points.

Table 3. ICESat-2 bathymetric accuracy from zero to progressive depth ranges at all four test sites.

DEPTH to (m) Site 1 MAE Site 2 MAE Site 3 MAE Site 4 MAE

Min. to 1 m 0.26 0.31
Min. to 2 m 0.13 0.27 0.25
Min. to 3 m 0.11 0.26 0.25
Min. to 4 m 0.11
Min. to 5 m 0.14
Min. to 6 m 0.24 0.18
Min. to 7 m 0.389 0.23
Min. to 8 m 0.40
Min. to 9 m 0.45
Min. to 10 m 0.52
Min. to 11 m 0.54
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3.3. ICESat-2 Bathymetric Accuracy in Discrete One-Metre Depth Bands

An additional assessment of ICESat-2 bathymetric error was also applied within
discrete 1-m depth bands (Table 4) to determine if there are specific transition depths
at which bathymetric errors can be observed to diverge substantially (Figure 6). The
results from Sites 1 and 2 were quite similar to one another and support one another to
some degree.

Table 4. ICESat-2 bathymetric accuracy in discrete one-metre depth bands for all test sites. The number of ICESat-2
bathymetric points that were available and checked against reference MBES and GNSS data (i.e., the number of check
points) are detailed for each depth band at each test site.

Depth
Band (m)

Site 1 MAE
(m)

Check
Points

Site 2 MAE
(m)

Check
Points

Site 3 MAE
(m)

Check
Points

Site 4 MAE
(m)

Check
Points

0–1 m 0.26 62 0.31 128
1–2 m 0.13 4 0.29 136 0.14 77
2–3 m 0.10 24 0.13 25 0.29 27
3–4 m 0.11 21
4–5 m 0.18 14
5–6 m 0.24 19 0.35 14
6–7 m 0.44 42 0.53 11
7–8 m 0.46 18
8–9 m 0.76 13

9–10 m 1.45 7
10–11 m 1.51 2

At Site 1, bathymetric errors in the shallowest depths (i.e., between 5 m and 6 m range)
were all less than 0.25 m. A transition to errors of the order of 0.45 m magnitude is evident
in the 6–7 m and the 7–8 m depth bands. Bathymetric errors increase to greater than 0.76 m
in the 8–9 m depth band, with errors doubling beyond this in the 9–10 m and the 10–11 m
depth bands (Table 4). However, only a very small number of ICESat-2 bathymetric points
were available (7 and 2 points, respectively) in these latter depth bands. With regard to
Site 2, quite small ICESat-2 bathymetric errors of less than 0.18 m were noted within each
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discrete 1-m depth band down to 5 m, with a gradual trend for increasing bathymetric
error within each 1-m band down to 5 m depth (Figure 6). Bathymetric errors increased to
0.35 m in the 5–6 m depth band and 0.53 m in the 6–7 m depth band (Figure 6).
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The magnitudes of bathymetric errors from the shallow-water east coast sites were
generally similar to one another. At Site 3, ICESat-2 bathymetric errors within the discrete
0– 1 m and 1–2 m depth bands (Table 4) were all less than 0.29 m (MAE), but bathymetric
errors in the 2–3 m depth band were less than half this, at 0.13 m. In reference to Site 4,
ICESat-2 bathymetric errors in the 0–1 m and the 2–3 m depth bands (Table 4) were all less
than 0.32 m (MAE). However, ICESat-2 bathymetric errors in the 1–2 m depth band were
approximately half this, at 0.14 m. The results in Table 4 are presented in illustrative form
in Figure 6.

4. Discussion

With regard to the principal aims stated at the outset of this paper, the primary results
may be briefly summarised as follows: Firstly, relatively small ICESat-2 marine bathymetric
errors of up to 0.15 m were observed to depths of 5 m, with errors of 0.25 m being noted
up to depths of 6 m and 0.54 m up to depths of 11 m. Secondly, a relationship between
depth and bathymetric accuracy was observed, which was particularly within discrete 1-m
depth bands. This appears to be primarily related to the decreasing number of geolocated
photons that are typically available for bathymetric averaging from multiple local photons
at increasing depths. Lastly, the ICESat-2 bathymetric data processing chain that was
implemented, using commonly used geospatial software packages, was effective and may
consequently be of interest to other prospective users of ICESat-2 bathymetric data.

With respect to the first question, i.e., if ICESat-2 bathymetric performance was suf-
ficient to achieve useful accuracies in mid-latitude temperate waters, the occurrence of
ICESat-2 bathymetric errors of less than 0.15 m (MAE) up to depths of 5 m and 0.25 m
(MAE) up to depths of 6 m (Table 3) suggest that the answer to our question is yes. These
accuracies are of similar magnitude to the 0.3 m accuracies (typically reported for 95%
of LiDAR soundings) highlighted for Airborne LiDAR Bathymetry within many studies
elsewhere [6,7] and specifically in Irish waters [5]. This suggests that ICESat-2 bathymetric
data may be implemented in mid-latitude coastal monitoring applications that require
accurate nearshore bathymetric profile data. For example, several recent publications
have successively applied ICESat-2 bathymetric profile data to provide calibration data for
empirical SDB analyses in tropical waters [30–32], and ICESat-2 bathymetry has been used
to independently assess the accuracy of model inversion methods [33].

The second question, i.e., if ICESat-2 bathymetric accuracies vary by depth, produced
some additional useful results. Bathymetric errors (up to depths of 6 m) of the order of
0.18 m were noted at Site 2 and 0.24 m at Site 1. Bathymetric errors increased further
to approximately 0.38 m up to depths of 7 m and to 0.54 up to depths of 11 m at Site 1,
which was our deepest test site (Table 3). A summary overview of ICESat-2 bathymetric
accuracies from all four test sites is presented below (Table 5), which outlines the depths to
which a range of accuracy levels were observed at all four test sites.

Table 5. ICEsat-2 bathymetric accuracy bands, detailed by depth at all four accuracy test sites.

Test Site <0.15 m Error <0.25 m Error <0.4 m Error <0.54 m Error

1. Baltimore - To 6 m To 8 m To 11 m
2. Seven Heads To 5 m To 7.35 m - -
3. Howth - To 3.1 m -
4. Donabate - To 3.2 m -

Note that Table 5 refers to bathymetric errors to progressively deepening water column
depths. Our separate analysis of bathymetric errors within discrete 1-m depths bands
(Figure 6) indicates that bathymetric errors increase disproportionately with depth. Errors
are approximately 0.35 m between 5 and 6 m, and errors between 8 and 9 m are almost
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double this, at approximately 0.75 m, while ICESat-2 bathymetric errors in the 10–11 m
depth band double once more to 1.5 m.

Our analysis (Figure 7) suggests that the incidence of larger bathymetric errors in
deeper water is related to the presence of smaller numbers of geolocated photons in deeper
water (Figure 7). The geolocated photons that corresponded with the seabed at all four test
sites were typically characterised by some local vertical variability (Figure 8). We observed
that multiple similar (but not identical) bathymetric values often occur at very close to the
same horizontal positions, particularly in shallow water (Figure 8). The post-extraction
filter was applied to the data-derived mean bathymetric values in cases where multiple
geolocated photons were located within a 1-m horizontal radius of one another, generating
a single ICESat-2 bathymetric value from up to 15 (though usually far fewer) separate
near co-located photons (Figure 2d). Higher bathymetric accuracies were observed where
multiple near co-located photons were available for bathymetric averaging.

Critically, determining a mean bathymetric value in deeper water was often limited to
one or two geolocated photons only (Figure 7). Plotting local (1-m radius) photon counts
by depth (Figure 7) demonstrates that the largest local photon counts were associated with
the shallowest depths, and that deeper photons were generally characterised by the lowest
photon counts. The number of geolocated photons that were available in 1-m depth bands
at all four test sites is outlined in Figure 7. The y-axis denotes the number of geolocated
photons that were used to produce the filtered bathymetric values, and the x-axis denotes
the 1-m depth bands at each test site. The total number of photons (across all depths) in
each ‘photon count’ category is denoted by a red numeric label.

Generally speaking, the larger the number of available geolocated photons, the closer
their average approached the correct bathymetric value (i.e., the MBES and GNSS bathymet-
ric reference data values). Where only one geolocated photon was available for averaging,
the post-filtered ICESat-2 bathymetric values may represent more of the (unknown) random
error within individual geolocated photons.

The bathymetric averaging approach that was implemented here was intended to
deal with the issue of bathymetric variability among multiple geolocated bathymetric
photons that are located within close horizontal proximity to one another (Figure 2d).
Consequently, there may be scope for improving the accuracy of the filtered ICESat-2
bathymetric data by more closely considering the vertical distribution of bathymetric
values that are represented among 1-m radial groupings of geolocated photons. In cases
where more than two geolocated photons are present, applying averaging alone may
overlook situations in which a majority of photons are closer to the local maximum or local
bathymetric minimum. Vertical separations between geolocated photons in radial photon
sets, median values or modal values may all provide additional useful information, with
the potential to achieve better bathymetric accuracies. These may represent useful avenues
for future research. Likewise, developing a mechanism for adjusting the horizontal range
across which geolocated photons are grouped (for bathymetric averaging) in deeper water
may be worthy of future consideration. Furthermore, since ICESat-2 bathymetric values do
appear to be overestimated in our deeper water data (Figure 6a,b) and profile cross-section
plots (Figure 4a,b), a percentile estimate, which rejects the upper tail of estimates, may be
advantageous. Deeper waters offer more opportunities for photon scattering due to the
longer water column path length, and such scattering will lead to longer photon return
paths. This may explain the tendency for overestimation of bathymetry in deeper waters;
however, the probability of backscatter (and hence underestimation of depth) also occurs,
so the net effect of the water optical properties is complex [34] (Figure 4).
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Data availability is a potential limiting factor for bathymetric applications of ICESat-2.
The number of marine ICESat-2 profile segments that contained coherent bathymetric
returns around the coast of Ireland was quite limited. Our evaluation of ICESat-2 was
conducted within an Irish research project [35] where water column turbidity [36] the
effect of wind [37] and Atlantic swell [38] on the water surface can all be expected to occur.
Therefore, more bathymetric data may be expected in other mid-latitude contexts that are
less affected by these environmental constraints [33]. Notwithstanding the aforementioned
constraints in Irish waters, 28 relatively continuous nearshore segments of ICESat-2 marine
profiles (multiple local nearshore segments were often associated with a single ICESat-2
orbit event) contained sufficiently coherent bathymetric returns (visually determined before
the data download) to be worthy of bathymetric extraction (Figure 1). This amounted
to perhaps 5% of all the nearshore marine profile segments that were available within
the 3-year data range (September 2018 to September 2021). Multiple nearshore segments
were often derived from a single satellite orbit event, which may be indirectly observed
in Figure 1. Therefore, it is difficult to estimate how many orbits may produce useable
bathymetric data. Consequently, the acquisition of ICESat-2 bathymetric data may be
expected to be episodic, being more likely in sheltered bays than in exposed locations.
Nonetheless, the 91-day repeat cycle of ICESat-2 presents more potential opportunities to
acquire data in a single calendar year than can realistically be expected for ALB or MBES
surveys. Therefore, where environmental conditions are favourable and where MBES or
ALB data are unavailable, ICESat-2 constitutes a source of accurate bathymetric data.

ICESat-2 bathymetric data have recently been applied in a number of studies [30–32] to
provide calibration data for empirical SDB modelling and mapping. The applicability of this
approach may be limited to localised sheltered locations, where constraining environmental
factors are largely absent. This is because the potential for accurate calibration typically
reduces with distance from the training data [15]. Nonetheless, in situations where ALB
or MBES data are not available; ICESat-2 may present up to six ICESat-2 bathymetric
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profiles (across a 10 km swath). Opportunities may be somewhat limited in more turbid
mid-latitude waters, such as around Ireland [36]. However, where conditions are more
favourable, ICESat-2 bathymetry will provide greater potential. ICESat-2 bathymetric data
may also be of use as an additional independent validation of SDB maps produced by
methods that do not require bathymetric calibration data [33], since for this application,
the ad hoc nature of its location is less important.

One final issue that needs to be discussed is the discrepancies that we observed in the
bathymetric profiles at the two shallow-water test sites, especially at Site 3 (Figure 4c,d).
Unfortunately, no pre-existing external bathymetric reference data were available that could
be used for accuracy comparison at Sites 3 and 4. Consequently, GNSS data were acquired
when very low-tide conditions permitted survey access. However, even these conditions
constrained GNSS data acquisition to ICESat-2 data depths of approximately 3 m, where
bathymetric accuracies of 0.3 m were observed (Table 3). These results did provide a general
basis for concluding that ICESat-2 offers scope for shallow-water applications in the more
turbid water conditions that typify the Irish east coast (Monteys et al., 2015). However,
these bathymetric errors were more than double the levels that were observed at the same
depth range at Site 2 (i.e., 0.13 m), and with respect to Site 3, areas of clear discrepancy
between the ICESat-2 data and GNSS were apparent (Figure 4c). Nonetheless, these larger
bathymetric errors at Sites 3 and 4 appear likely to have been caused by intertidal changes
in beach profile that occurred within the 26-month period that separated the ICESat-2
bathymetric data and the GNSS survey data. No analysis of beach sediment transport
was undertaken at any of the four accuracy testing sites. However, visual interpretation
of the ICESat-2 profiles at Sites 3 (Figure 4c) and 4 (Figure 4d) does suggest that beach
material at both sites may be subject to intertidal movement. This analysis is supported by
the apparent presence of a meandering intertidal steam course at Site 3 and the existence
of parallel sand bars at Site 4. Evidence of the intertidal movement of beach sediment
was also incidentally observed onsite by the GNSS survey team. Note that the imagery
in Figure 3c,d (provided within the ArcGIS 10.x mapping application as mixed-source
imagery via the ESRI Digital Globe service) is included to provide locational context only,
and does not necessarily correspond to the actual situation of data acquisition. Therefore,
the most that can be concluded perhaps is that, while a 26-month time interval between
acquisition of the ICESat-2 and GNSS survey data did provide a useful basis for evaluating
bathymetric shallow-water sites, it was clearly not optimal.

In reference to other locations around the Irish coast where ICESat-2 bathymetric data
were extracted (Figure 1), none of the remaining 24 (out of a total of 28) extracted ICESat-
2 profile segments provided overlaps with existing bathymetric comparison data. The
majority of these profile segments were located along the east and south coast (Figure 1),
presenting too few ICESat-2 bathymetric data points to warrant their own GNSS compari-
son surveys. A few additional deeper-water profile segments were extracted on the west
coast (Figure 1), but no bathymetric comparison data were available for these locations,
and these sites were inaccessible for GNSS ground survey.

The final aim of this study was to describe the processing chain that was applied to
extract bathymetric geolocated photons, to adjust for water column refraction and to filter
the geolocated photon data. The semi-manual methods that were applied in this paper are
not presented as an optimal solution for bathymetric extraction, refraction adjustment and
local multi-photon bathymetric filtering. However, at the time of writing, no automated
method for ICESat-2 bathymetric extraction is yet available in a publicly published form.
Furthermore, the accuracies that were achieved may suggest that the (commonly used and
repeatable) methods that are detailed within here might provide useful reference material
for prospective users of ICESat-2 bathymetric data.

5. Conclusions

The primary aims of this study were to evaluate the potential performance of ICESat-2
marine bathymetric data in a mid-latitude temperate context, determining if accuracies
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varied by depth, and reporting the ICESat-2 bathymetric data processing chain that was
implemented in a manner that could be repeated in the future. Based upon the results from
accuracy testing at four test sites, ICESat-2 bathymetric data appear to perform satisfactorily
in mid-latitude temperate waters. ICESat-2 bathymetric errors of less than 0.15 m were
noted up to depths of 5 m, with errors increasing to less than 0.25 m up to a depth of
6 m and less than 0.54 m up to a depth of 11 m. Deeper bathymetric laser penetration
was evident at the west coast test sites (Sites 1 and 2) than at the east coast test sites, with
accuracy validation being possible to maximum depths of greater than 11 m. Overall, the
results suggest potential for using ICESat-2 profile data to obtain accurate bathymetry
up to depths of approximately 10 m. While the study was confined to Irish waters only,
the observed accuracies may provide a basis for considering the prospects to encounter
similar accuracies in other mid-latitude contexts. While ICESat-2 can provide transect data
only, the accuracies that were observed were closely comparable to the 0.3 m accuracy
(typically for 95% of LiDAR soundings) that is commonly reported for Airborne LiDAR
Bathymetry. The 91-day repeat cycle of the ICESat-2 satellite does make it theoretically
possible to acquire up to six parallel profiles of bathymetric data from one orbit and up to
four repeat orbits at one location within a single calendar year. However, in practice, the
availability of profiles containing bathymetric may be best in more sheltered locations.

With regard to error at different depths, a clear tendency was observed for the smallest
errors to occur in shallow water, with the largest errors being predominantly confined
to deeper water. Availability of fewer geolocated photons in deeper water limited the
potential for local bathymetric averaging in depths beyond 11 m. Generally speaking, the
greater the number of geolocated photons that were located within a 1-m horizontal radius,
the more closely their averaged bathymetric values converged with the reference MBES
and GNSS nearshore bathymetric data from the four test sites. The largest bathymetric
errors were observed in depths between 9 m and 11 m, where the maximum number of
near co-located geolocated photons was typically limited to one.

The accuracies observed to depths of 6 m (0.25 m MAE or better) and to depths of up
to 11 m depth (0.54 m MAE) suggested ICESat-2 bathymetric data might be productively
applied to calibrate SDB modelling and mapping in mid-latitude waters where MBES and
ALB data acquisition is difficult and where environmental conditions favour bathymetric
acquisition. With regard to the data processing chain, the semi-manual methods that were
applied for ICESat-2 bathymetric extraction, water column refraction adjustment and local
bathymetric filtering achieved satisfactory accuracies. Particular attention was paid to
using commonly available geospatial tools only. Therefore, the data processing workflow
that was implemented may be some interest to prospective users ICESat-2 bathymetric
data elsewhere.
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