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Abstract: Satellites are designed to monitor geospatial data over large areas at a catchment scale.
However, most of satellite validation works are conducted at local point scales with a lack of spatial
representativeness. Although upscaling them with a spatial average of several point data collected in
the field, it is almost impossible to reorganize backscattering responses at pixel scales. Considering the
influence of soil storage on watershed streamflow, we thus suggested watershed-scale hydrological
validation. In addition, to overcome the limitations of backscattering models that are widely used for
C-band Synthetic Aperture Radar (SAR) soil moisture but applied to bare soils only, in this study,
RADARSAT-2 soil moisture was stochastically retrieved to correct vegetation effects arising from
agricultural lands. Roughness-corrected soil moisture retrievals were assessed at various spatial
scales over the Brightwater Creek basin (land cover: crop lands, gross drainage area: 1540 km2) in
Saskatchewan, Canada. At the point scale, local station data showed that the Root Mean Square
Errors (RMSEs), Unbiased RMSEs (ubRMSEs) and biases of Radarsat-2 were 0.06~0.09 m3/m3,
0.04~0.08 m3/m3 and 0.01~0.05 m3/m3, respectively, while 1 km Soil Moisture Active Passive
(SMAP) showed underestimation at RMSEs of 0.1~0.22 m3/m3 and biases of−0.036~−0.2080 m3/m3.
Although SMAP soil moisture better distinguished the contributing area at the catchment scale,
Radarsat-2 soil moisture showed a better discharge hysteresis. A reliable estimation of the soil storage
dynamics is more important for discharge forecasting than a static classification of contributing and
noncontributing areas.

Keywords: soil moisture; RADARSAT-2; SMAP; stochastic retrievals; bias correction

1. Introduction

Soil moisture is an essential variable in the hydrological cycle. Soil moisture modulates
the partitioning of rainfall into runoff and infiltration, which further determines the recharge
of groundwater. Thus, to improve discharge or flooding predictions, it is important to
accurately estimate or appropriately assimilate soil moisture into hydrological models [1–5].
In this context, using local station data may not resolve the major limitations of physical
and conceptual rainfall runoff models, such as a lack of spatial variability of the catchment
or site-dependent parameterization [6]. Wanders et al. [2] pointed out that in-situ soil
moisture measurements acquired from local stations are too scarce to cover large-scale
watersheds and have a lack of sufficient spatial representation of the drainage area, even
when upscaled. Accordingly, the spatial distribution information of satellite-retrieved soil
moisture is a key element for calibrating and validating hydrological models.

Previously, several studies have attempted to apply remote sensing data for producing
hydrological maps, such as the contributing area that is referred to as the part of the basin
that contributes to the surface runoff [7]. The contributing area is an essential feature
to understand catchment behavior. Due to its significance in the streamflow response,
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Mengistu and Spence [8] investigated a hysteretic relationship with the streamflow by
using a SPOT (Satellite pour l’Observation de la Terre)-derived contributing area. However,
they found that cloud shadow-free SPOT-5 images are too infrequent to characterize events-
based contributing or saturated areas. The Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI)
from visible or infrared sensors also has limitations when used as a proxy for landscape-
scale soil moisture variation because of its low sensitivity to soil moisture. On the other
hand, Gala, et al. [9] and Gala and Melesse [10] attempted to employ RADARSAT-1 SAR
to map saturated and inundated areas, assuming a proportional relationship between the
dielectric property and soil moisture. However, due to a nonlinear relationship between
the dielectric property and soil moisture, and the technical challenge of distinguishing
other physical parameters such as soil roughness from soil moisture, the application of this
assumption is often limited.

In 2009, the first satellite specialized for retrieving global soil moisture was launched.
The Soil Moisture and Ocean Salinity (SMOS) operates in the L-band (1.4 GHz) frequency
that is sensitive to soil moisture [11]. The Soil Moisture Active Passive (SMAP) mission
launched in January 2015 and also provides global estimates of soil moisture. SMAP ra-
diometer data have been used to produce several products, including high-resolution data
available at 1~3 km [12,13]. Compared to L-band microwave radiometer-based satellite
missions with relatively low spatial resolution (25~40 km), Synthetic Aperture Radar (SAR)
satellites provide high-resolution surface soil moisture estimates at the spatial scale of sev-
eral meters. For example, various microwave sensors, including Terra SAR-X, the Advanced
Land Observing Satellite (ALOS), Sentinel-1, Gaofen-3 (GF-3) and RADARSAT Constel-
lation, are available to provide SAR data at high spatial resolutions (~100 m) in various
frequencies, such as X-band (9.6 GHz), C-band (3.9–5.75 GHz) or L-band (0.39–1.55 GHz),
with single, dual or full polarization [14–18].

Although several satellite measurements are available at the global scale, it is still
challenging to retrieve watershed-scale soil moisture from them for various reasons. As
the manner in which the radiance or backscatter interacts with natural surface conditions
is so complicated and heterogeneous, it is difficult to standardize or parameterize large-
scale land surfaces with models. For example, the empirical Water Cloud Model was
suggested for retrieving soil moisture over crop lands with active microwave data [19]. To
estimate two-way transmissivity formulated in the model, vegetation information such as
the vegetation layer and vegetation optical depth is required. However, not only is this not
well determined with globally available satellite data, but several site-specific and empirical
parameters of vegetation structures, such as crop type or vegetation height, should also be
locally calibrated [20]. We have no choice but to keep using the local estimations. Thus,
it cannot be used for global maps. This limitation when using empirical models is also
applicable to passive microwave retrievals that use tau-omega radiative transfer models.
Hence, several studies have reported that the accuracy of soil moisture retrievals decreases
with increasing the vegetation density [2].

For this reason, inversion is often used to estimate large areas. An inversion algorithm
reverses physical-based radiative transfer models by conjecturing several unknown input
parameters considered as model outputs from the satellite measurements. It is widely used
for soil moisture retrievals, as it accommodates an ill-posed problem, meaning that it deter-
mines multiple parameters without the need for in-situ measurements or local calibrations.

However, inversion errors often occur, failing in the convergence between measure-
ment and model estimations. Fundamentally, the relationship between satellite-measured
backscatter coefficients or brightness temperature and soil moisture (i.e., dielectric constant
values) is nonlinear [21,22]. Thus, it may encounter equifinality; that is, the different com-
positions of several parameters constitute the same satellite measurements. In addition, as
suggested above, empirically or physically based models used for inversion are not able to
explicitly formulate the complexity and heterogeneity of land surfaces. The surface scat-
tering models often used for SAR inversion also assume bare or smooth surfaces without
volume scattering usually from agricultural lands [14,23,24]. In addition to inversion errors,
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a change detection is also hampered by a simplified assumption of roughness or vegetation.
Taken together, the radiative transfer models used for an inversion or change detection
usually assume a ‘nominal’ condition, in which the vegetation water content (VWC) is less
than 5 kg/m2; there are no urban, heavily forested, frozen or permanent snow/ice areas;
the soil texture supplementary information is perfect; the effect of the soil roughness is
negligible and the vegetation does not change at a low resolution [12,23,25–27]. Therefore,
the retrieval algorithms used for both active and passive microwave observations are often
exposed to retrieval errors [28–32].

To overcome the limitations of conventional inversions and correct the vegetation
effects or roughness errors, a stochastic approach is often applied by employing a proba-
bility distribution function (PDF). In this approach, the statistical likelihood of particular
parameters is considered rather than fixed values from a priori knowledge of surface pa-
rameters [33–35]. Verhoest et al. [33] defined soil roughness with a probability distribution
to retrieve soil moisture from the European Remote Sensing (ERS) scatterometer. Their
results showed reliable retrievals at RMSEs of less than 6%. Some studies have established
the probability distribution function (PDF) by running a forward model under a broad
range of conditions [34,35]. In addition to soil roughness, the PDFs are often conditioned to
SAR backscatter coefficients, brightness temperature measurements, VWC or soil moisture.
To take into account the effects of vegetation, Pierdicca et al. [36] inverted soil moisture
with the Bayesian maximum posterior probability that maximizes the PDF of the target
parameters conditioned to the measurements. The RMSE decreased while the correlations
improved. To consider vegetation effects, Notarnicola et al. [37] also used a Bayesian
approach by constructing PDF with the vegetation water content estimated from a Landsat
image. Lee et al. [34] also mitigated retrieval errors related to rainfall and vegetation by
the construction of PDFs of uncertain parameters, such as roughness or SAR backscatter
measurements. These stochastic systems can be optimized by clustering analysis [38,39].

However, the retrieval bias correction suggested above cannot be replaced by data
assimilation, which only considers random errors. Furthermore, the cumulative distribution
function (CDF) matching utilized for satellite data assimilation is suggested to reduce the
difference between in-situ measurements or model estimates and satellite retrievals, while
triple collocation (TC) estimates the uncertainty among different products [40,41]. Therefore,
they are not designed to have effects such as removing retrieval biases or measurement
errors [42].

The objective of this study is to retrieve high-resolution roughness and soil moisture
at the catchment scale from Radarsat-2 backscatter data by stochastically correcting the
vegetation effects from crop lands. This study aims at evaluating which retrieval bias
correction and hydrological mapping (contributing to area classification) are more impor-
tant to capture watershed discharge hysteresis and to enhance runoff models. This paper
is organized as follows. The study area and local measurements are briefly introduced
in Sections 2.1 and 2.2. Descriptions of the Radarsat-2 data and retrieval methods are
provided in Section 2.3. In Section 2.4., pure SMAP surface soil moisture without a bias
correction is provided as a simple comparison of the bias-corrected Radarsat-2 retrievals.
In Section 3, the results and discussions are provided from the perspectives of local point
validation, spatial distribution and hydrological validation with water levels at a prairie
outlet. Section 4 draws the conclusions.

2. Methods and Data
2.1. Study Area

The Brightwater Creek (BWC) watershed is located within the south river basin of
Central Saskatchewan in Canada and a semi-arid region (mean annual precipitation: ap-
proximately 330 mm during 2009–2014) [7]. The mean air temperature is approximately
18–20 ◦C in July. As shown in Figure 1a, several soil moisture local stations are available
in this region to validate and calibrate various hydrological research activities, including
research associated with the Changing Cold Regions Network (CCRN) [43], in addition
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to satellite missions such as the European Space Agency (ESA)’s SMOS and the National
Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA)’s Soil Moisture Active Passive (SMAP) [44].
The locations of each station are presented in Table 1 and Figure 1a. The spatial domain in
Figure 1a is set to include those stations, ranging from latitude 50.8029◦ to 51.9298◦ to lon-
gitude −107.1698◦ to −105.5573◦. The contributing and noncontributing areas delineated
in Figure 1a were obtained from the PFRA (Prairie Farm Rehabilitation Administration)-
Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada dataset, which was created by the flow network to track
the hydrometric gauging station’s upstream and downstream neighbors.
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Figure 1. Bright Water Creek watershed: (a) local stations located in the study domain (numbers refer
to the last two digits of station ID 27010XX), (b) DEM in meters [4] and (c) land cover.

Table 1. Validations for the local stations.

Station ID Latitude
(Degree)

Longitude
(Degree)

Radarsat-2 Soil Moisture SMAP Soil Moisture

RMSE
(m3/m3)

Bias
(m3/m3)

ub RMSE
(m3/m3)

Retrieval Mean (m3/m3)
(Field Measurements)

RMSE
(m3/m3)

Bias
(m3/m3)

ub RMSE
(m3/m3)

Retrieval Mean
(m3/m3)

2701015 51.3577 −106.573 0.06 0.05 0.04 0.26
(0.20) 0.15 −0.14 0.03 0.06

2701023 51.3679 −106.449 0.07 0.01 0.07 0.29
(0.25) 0.16 −0.14 0.07 0.13

2701026 51.3727 −106.425 0.09 −0.03 0.08 0.28
(0.28) 0.22 −0.21 0.08 0.10

2701032 51.3904 −106.426 0.06 0.03 0.05 0.25
(0.19) 0.11 −0.04 0.10 0.17

2701037 51.4262 −106.426 0.07 0.02 0.06 0.28
(0.22) 0.16 −0.13 0.09 0.11

2701042 51.437 −106.426 0.06 0.05 0.04 0.28
(0.22) 0.13 −0.12 0.07 0.11

2701044 51.4416 −106.426 0.06 0.01 0.05 0.29
(0.28) 0.18 −0.18 0.04 0.10
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2.2. Field Measurements

The local stations monitor several physical variables, such as surface soil moisture
and rainfall. These data were acquired from the Kenaston soil moisture network operated
by the University of Guelph and Environment and Climate Change Canada [45]. The soil
moisture data for the topsoil at 5 cm were collected with Hydra Probe sensors and 30-min
time intervals. The rainfall data were measured with a tipping bucket rain gauge with
30-min time intervals. The soil texture varied from loam to clay loam. For this study, data
for June to July in 2018 were collected.

SAR soil moisture at 100 m resolution was validated with the local stations. Due to the
high resolution, a single station was considered sufficient to spatially represent each pixel
without the need for an additional spatial analysis or upscaling. To evaluate the effects
of rainfall on SAR retrievals, the accumulations for the rain events that occurred for 24 h
before the RADARSAT-2 data acquisition were examined. The soil moisture measurements
from the in situ stations were obtained at the closest time to the Radarsat-2 data acquisition.

As shown in Figure 1b, the catchment area is located at elevations of 547~646 m [7].
During the spring period, snowmelt water in certain portions of the watershed becomes
overland flow that drains into channels or ponds in fields [46]. This flow empties at the
riparian outlet (05HG006) operated by the Water Survey of Canada, as shown in Figure 1a.
The daily water levels at the outlet were retrieved from Environment and Climate Change
Canada’s Historical Hydrometric Data (https://wateroffice.ec.gc.ca/report/historical_e.
html?stn=05HG006) accessed on 1 March 2022. The basin outlet is located at 51◦36′46′′

N and 106◦32′16′′ W in Saskatchewan. The gross drainage area of this outlet is 1540 km2,
while the effective drainage area is 506 km2.

As shown in Figure 1c, this catchment mostly consists of crop lands (cereals, oilseeds
and pulse crop) with some patches of grasses. For the vegetation distribution illustrated in
Section 3, 8-day MODIS Leaf Area Index (LAI) version 6.1 data at a resolution of 500 m was
extracted from the MCD15A2H dataset [47].

2.3. Radarsat-2 Soil Moisture Retrieval Algorithm

Radarsat-2 was launched in 2007 to ameliorate ice monitoring, disaster management,
resource management and mapping in various fields such as hydrology, forestry and
agriculture. Fully polarized SAR backscatter data at C-land (5.4 GHz) for the period of June
to July 2018 were obtained from MDA (formerly MacDonald, Dettwiler and Associates).
As shown in Figure 1a, Level-1 Single Look Complex (SLC) data were obtained as fully
polarized images with an approximate pixel size of 20 × 20 m. Over the study area, the
temporal resolution was 3~14 days. The SAR data was imaged at a broad range of incidence
angles between 22 and 43◦ using ascending passes obtained at 1:00 AM UTC.

For the preprocessing steps, the VV-polarized data were selected, multi-looked and
projected to a ground range. After calibrating the images following Laur et al. [48], a
terrain correction (Range-Doppler Terrain Correction) was performed with ESA’s Sentinel
Application Platform (SNAP) python tool. After co-registration, multitemporal speckle
filtering (filter type: Lee Sigma, size: 7 × 7) was performed for the time series datasets [49].
Finally, the data were resampled to 100 m over the study domain shown in Figure 1a,
resulting in 195,600 pixels.

2.3.1. SAR Scattering Model

SAR backscatter data were inverted to soil moisture using the lookup table (LUT)
approach, which is used to computationally efficiently find an inversion solution for
more than one parameter [14,21,37,50]. For the forward model, the Advanced Integral
Equation Model (AIEM) was employed. It is a physically based surface scattering model
that incorporates multiple scattering backscatter coefficients with inputs of the dielectric
constant, surface roughness and SAR frequency. As compared to the original IEM [31,51],
Advanced IEM was adjusted to incorporate multiple scattering and all the phase terms in
Green’s function, making more accurate calculations of the single scattering for a rough

https://wateroffice.ec.gc.ca/report/historical_e.html?stn=05HG006
https://wateroffice.ec.gc.ca/report/historical_e.html?stn=05HG006
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surface. Multiple scattering considers the radiometric interactions between a surface and
the medium above it, and accounts for upward and downward reradiation. In addition
to a Kirchhoff term of the original IEM, cross-scattering and complementary scattering
coefficients are added to this modified version: the cross term is made up of eight terms,
and the complementary term has 64 terms, as described by Chen et al. [52]. A more detailed
description of the AIEM is provided by the following equation.

σo
pp =

k2

2
exp[− s2 (k 2

z + k2
sz)]

∞

∑
n=1

s2n
∣∣∣In

pp

∣∣∣2 Wn(ksx − kx, ksy − ky
)

n!
(1)

where subscript pp indicates the polarization, k is the wave number and S is the standard
deviation of the surface height. kx is k sinθi cosρi, ky is k sinθi sinρi, kz is k cos θi, ksx is k
sinθs cosρs, ksy is k sinθs sinρs, ksz is k cos θs, where θ is the incidence angle and ρ is the
azimuth angle, and subscript i for each angle is the incident angle and subscript s is the
scattering angle. Ipp

n is a function of the Fresnel reflection coefficient, relative permittivity
and permeability of the surface, and Wn is the Fourier transform for the nth power of the
normalized surface correlation function.

The soil roughness provided as a model input for the LUT was characterized as fol-
lows. A gaussian shape was used for describing agricultural fields for the Autocorrelation
Function (ACF) [32,53,54]. The Root Mean Square (RMS) height ranged from 0.2 to 4 cm,
adjusted by increments of 0.1 cm. The correlation length was between 0.7 and 21.4 cm using
increments of 0.3 cm. The real part of the dielectric constant was between 2.93 and 35.03
using increments of 0.03.

2.3.2. Optimization of a Cost Function

The AIEM inversion approach minimizes the cost function to retrieve soil parameters,
as shown by Lee et al. [34]. From the LUT that stores the backscatter coefficient values
simulated in various surface conditions, the physical parameters that produce the Radarsat-
2 backscattered signals at the specified incidence angle and SAR frequency were selected.
In the first step, the inversion selected RMS height [53] and correlation length values that
minimized the difference between the Radarsat-2 measured and IEM model-simulated
backscattering coefficients under various dielectric constant conditions [34].

As below, it minimizes the difference between Radarsat-2 measurement σRadarsat-2 and
IEM model-simulated backscatter coefficients σIEM under various dielectric constant and
roughness conditions as follows:

min |σRadarsat-2 − σIEM (ε, RH)| (2)

where σIEM is as a function of the ε dielectric constant and the RH soil roughness.
The roughness retrieved was restricted by the validity range [28].
In the second step, the inversion algorithm determined the dielectric constant value

by repeating the cost minimization with the roughness retrieved from the first step.

min |σRadarsat-2 − σIEM (ε)| (3)

Finally, the dielectric constant values from the second step were converted to soil
moisture using a dielectric mixing model [55].

2.3.3. Stochastic Bias Correction

As briefly discussed in Section 1, volume scattering arising from vegetation effects
in crop lands makes soil moisture retrieval complicated. The interactions between the
soil surface and vegetation cover are not explicitly formulated by the currently available
scattering models. In addition, it is challenging to accurately characterize vegetation
structures with remote sensing data. To correct retrieval errors arising from the effects
of vegetation in crop lands, we employed a stochastic method. It randomly perturbs a
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poorly parameterized input variable—roughness, in this study—with a Probability Density
Function (PDF) to take into account its uncertainty. When determining the parameters to
be perturbed, it is assumed that the vegetation effects in crop lands have more influence on
the estimation of the soil roughness than the backscattering measurement errors arising
from speckle, terrain correction or calibration errors [34]. The perturbation scheme for soil
roughness is as follows:

ZRH ~ N (µRH, σRH
2) (4)

where Z is a set of ensembles, and subscript RH is for the roughness. N represents a normal
distribution with mean µ and variance σ2.

µ in Equation (4) is the soil roughness deterministically inverted from Radarsat-2
backscatter, as described in Section 2.3.2. These RMS height and correlation length values
were stochastically perturbed with the assumption of a 50% variance, while the ensemble
size was 20 [34]. Over grass lands, deterministic retrieval products were used without a
stochastic bias correction. The roughness ensembles generated by Equation (4) and the orig-
inal deterministic Radarsat-2 backscattering were used to produce soil moisture ensembles.
The mean values of those ensemble were used as bias-corrected final products [38].

2.4. SMAP Soil Moisture

The Soil Moisture Active Passive (SMAP) radiometer operates at the L-band (1.41 GHz).
Low-resolution SMAP L-band brightness temperatures were combined with high-resolution
Copernicus Sentinel-1 C-band (5.404 GHz) backscatter coefficients to derive high-resolution
data [56]. They were resampled to the Earth-fixed, cylindrical 3 km Equal-Area Scalable
Earth Grid, Version 2.0 (EASE-Grid 2.0) [12]. Various spatial resolutions ranging from 1 to
36 km are available. Soil moisture data for the period of June to July 2018 were obtained
from the NASA National Snow and Ice Data Center Distributed Active Archive Cen-
ter [56]. In this study, 1 km soil moisture data from SMAP/Sentinel-1 L2 Radiometer/Radar
30 s Scene 3 km EASE-Grid Soil Moisture version 3 SMAP_L2_SM_SP_1BIWDV data
were used. The temporal resolution over the study domain was 5~13 days. The orbit
was descending.

3. Results
3.1. Local Validation for Time Series SAR Soil Moisture: Point Scale

Figure 2 demonstrates time series soil moisture dynamics at several stations. Be-
cause it is crop land, it was necessary to mitigate the vegetation effects, as discussed in
Section 2.3.3. As shown in Table 1, the study site was usually moderately wet, showing that
the time-averaged soil moisture field measurements were between 0.19 and 0.28 m3/m3,
approximately. Similarly, bias-corrected Radarsat-2 showed 0.25~0.29 m3/m3 for the pix-
els where each local station is located. Their Root Mean Square Errors (RMSEs) were
0.06~0.09 m3/m3. Due to Radarsat-2 overestimation, positive biases were mostly found
around 0.01~0.05 m3/m3, except station 2701026 at −0.03 m3/m3. The ubRMSEs were
0.04~0.08 m3/m3

.
In comparison to the overestimation of Radarsat-2 retrievals, there were larger under-

estimations of the 1 km SMAP at all local stations. Compared to the time-averaged soil
moisture total of the local stations at 0.236 m3/m3 and Radarsat-2 at 0.2357 m3/m3, the
time-averaged SMAP soil moisture products were much lower at 0.112 m3/m3. The RMSEs
of the SMAP soil moisture products were between 0.11 and 0.22 m3/m3. The ubRMSEs
were 0.03~0.10 m3/m3

. Negative biases were found between −0.04 and −0.21 m3/m3. This
SMAP underestimation was consistent for all stations, regardless of rain events. These
SMAP products were just pure data obtained from the website and not bias-corrected. It
was previously suggested that a source of retrieval biases is thought to be related to vegeta-
tion [57–60]. Based upon Fan et al.’s research [61], SMAP soil moisture is usually underes-
timated in vegetated areas because of biases in the European Centre for Medium-Range
Weather Forecasts (ECMWF) or the Global Modeling and Assimilation Office (GMAO) land
surface temperature in vegetated areas. Singh et al. [18] also found high unbiased RMSEs of
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SMAP soil moisture in paddy regions. They discussed that the imperfect radiative transfer
models, as discussed above, cause vegetation-related biases, because several parameters in
tau-omega models become uncertain at high vegetation water contents.
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unbiased RMSEs of SMAP soil moisture in paddy regions. They discussed that the 
imperfect radiative transfer models, as discussed above, cause vegetation-related biases, 
because several parameters in tau-omega models become uncertain at high vegetation 
water contents. 

On the other hand, for Radarsat-2, such vegetation effects are considered to be 
mitigated by the bias corrections made in Section 2.3.3. Accordingly, it is speculated that 
the RMSEs or biases of Radarsat-2 were more likely to be related to backscattering 
measurement or calibration errors, low-resolution soil texture information [14] or to 
resampling errors. 

  
(a) (b) 

160 170 180 190 200
DoY

0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

0

0.05

0.1

0.15

0.2

0.25

0.3

0.35

0.4Radarsat-2 after bias correction
field measurement
rainfall
Radarsat-2 before bias correction
SMAP

su
rfa

ce
 s

oi
l m

oi
st

ur
e 

(m
3 /m

3 )

ra
in

 g
au

ge
 x

 0
.1

 (m
m

)

Remote Sens. 2023, 15, x FOR PEER REVIEW 10 of 18 
 

 

 
 

(c) (d) 

  
(e) (f) 

 
(g) 

Figure 2. Validation of the soil moisture retrievals from the local stations (figures a-g are in the same 

order withTable 1). 

3.2. Spatial Distribution: Sub-Catchment Scale 

In addition to time series validation at a point scale in Section 3.1, the same retrieval 

algorithm was assessed at a spatial scale and compared with the distribution of SMAP soil 

moisture. To illustrate its spatial responses to meteorological forcing, two hydrologically 

different conditions (Day of Year, DoY 156 and 190) were selected and compared. In Figure 

2, the rain gauge data show that all local stations experienced rain events around DoY 

182~183. Before this day, drying conditions were noticeable across the in situ network. 

Figure 2. Validation of the soil moisture retrievals from the local stations (figures (a–g) are in the
same order with Table 1).



Remote Sens. 2023, 15, 2677 9 of 15

On the other hand, for Radarsat-2, such vegetation effects are considered to be mitigated
by the bias corrections made in Section 2.3.3. Accordingly, it is speculated that the RMSEs
or biases of Radarsat-2 were more likely to be related to backscattering measurement or
calibration errors, low-resolution soil texture information [14] or to resampling errors.

3.2. Spatial Distribution: Sub-Catchment Scale

In addition to time series validation at a point scale in Section 3.1, the same retrieval
algorithm was assessed at a spatial scale and compared with the distribution of SMAP soil
moisture. To illustrate its spatial responses to meteorological forcing, two hydrologically
different conditions (Day of Year, DoY 156 and 190) were selected and compared. In
Figure 2, the rain gauge data show that all local stations experienced rain events around
DoY 182~183. Before this day, drying conditions were noticeable across the in situ network.
Thus, DoY 156 was selected as the beginning of the dry-down period following a rainfall
event on DoY 155. In contrast, after the rain event on DoY 182~183, the field measurements
of soil moisture at all local stations reported elevated soil moisture levels. The effects of the
rainfall were considered to be broad enough to cover the entire study area. Hence, DoY 190
after the rain events was selected as the wet day.

3.2.1. Dry Period Comparisons

Figure 3a shows the spatial distributions of Radarsat-2 soil moisture on DoY 156. It was
moderately wet around 0.2 m3/m3 across the study domain. It was also discussed that low
soil moisture areas were largely affected by land cover type, as shown in Figure 1c. Over
grass lands, no stochastic retrievals were applied, because the AIEM was well conditioned
to simulate multiple scattering over grass lands. Therefore, deterministic retrievals were
used as described in Section 2.3.2. In contrast, SMAP soil moisture appears to be influenced
by vegetation effects. In Figure 3b, SMAP showed very low soil moisture levels around
0.025 m3/m3, especially over a region with a higher LAI around 1.5 m2/m2 around 51.4 N
and−106.35 W, in Figure 3c. This relationship between a high LAI and low SMAP soil mois-
ture may be in accordance with the issues suggested by Singh et al. [18], Zwieback et al. [60]
and Fan et al. [61]. Overall, SMAP soil moisture was drier at 0.1390 m3/m3 of the spatial
average as compared to Radarsat-2 at 0.2758 m3/m3.

3.2.2. Wet Period Comparisons

Figure 4a shows the spatial distributions of Radarsat-2 soil moisture on DoY 190. Entire
areas have elevated soil moisture levels relative to the Figure 3a, except a few patches in the
grass lands. Most of areas were uniformly wet above 0.3 m3/m3. As shown in Figure 4b, the
Radarsat-2 backscattered data are largely affected by land management practices, resulting
in the lattice patterns, and are not associated with PFRA-contributing areas.

In contrast, the spatial patterns observed in SMAP soil moisture were comparable
to PFRA hydrological classification. The PFRA-contributing areas of the watershed, as
indicated by the yellow line in Figure 4c, were slightly wetter than the remaining areas.
This SMAP-contributing area was thought to be determined at the early stage of the SMAP
brightness temperature estimation rather than a later stage of the retrieval algorithm or land
surface, such as soil texture, tillage or topography. More specifically, the high brightness
temperature throughout the noncontributing area in Figure 4d matched well with the low
soil moisture over the same area in Figure 4c. Thus, this appropriate differentiation between
contributing and noncontributing areas was somehow related to the SMAP brightness
temperature estimates. Further data will illustrate consistent estimations of the SMAP on
the contributing area in Section 3.3.

However, in fact, it should be noted that there is no need for either SMAP or Radarsat-2
soil moisture to be necessarily consistent with the static contributing area suggested by
PFRA hydrological classification, considering the catchment dynamics. The contributing
area expands during wet periods, while it contracts during drying periods [8].
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In terms of meteorological forcing, the SMAP did not show appropriate increases
in rainfall, unlike the point data in Figure 2. More specifically, after the rain events on
DoY 182~183, the SMAP decreased by 0.0143 m3/m3, although Radarsat-2 appropriately
increased by 0.0272 m3/m3. In Table 2, a spatial average of Radarsat-2 soil moisture
was 0.3030 m3/m3 on DoY 190, while the SMAP showed 0.1247 m3/m3 on the same day.
These SMAP dry biases were also consistent with Figure 2, as well as Singh et al. [18] and
Fan et al. [61]. Thus, it was suggested that Radarsat-2 responded better to meteorological
forcing at this spatial scale than the SMAP. This finding is consistent with the temporal data
shown in the following Section 3.3.

To sum up, the performances of Radarsat-2 and SMAP were dependent on the land
surface in different ways. Although the SMAP could differentiate contributing areas from
noncontributing areas at the sub-catchment scale, Radarsat-2 showed more reasonable
elevations of the soil moisture with respect to meteorological forcing.

3.3. Hydrological Validation at Prairie Outlet: Watershed Scale

As compared to local stations or spatial distributions at the sub-catchment scale, much
larger scale soil moisture was assessed by hydrological data at the basin outlet. The main
focus of this section is to assess whether satellite-retrieved soil moisture reasonably charac-
terizes discharge hysteresis and whether the temporal evolutions of SMAP and Radarsat-2
are sufficient for the predictions of runoff at the basin outlet in a prairie watershed [4,62].

In Figure 5, the same water level data were used for SMAP and Radarsat-2. It was
found that Radarsat-2 better represented the hydrological status of watersheds, suggesting
that Radarsat-2 is a better precursor of this fluctuation than the SMAP. Although the SMAP
spatially better discriminated the contributing area from the noncontributing area at the
sub-watershed scale in Section 3.2, its temporal evolution was not consistent with an
increase in water levels at the drainage outlet.
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Table 2. Areal average of the soil moisture.

DoY

Radarsat-2 SMAP

Backscattering
Coefficient (dB)

Soil Moisture
(m3/m3)

Brightness
Temperature (K)

Soil Moisture
(m3/m3)

156 −11.5283 0.2758 261.1109 0.1390

190 −13.6557 0.3030 272.9279 0.1247

More specifically, in Figure 5, for DoY 156~178, the water levels dropped at first, then
fluctuated. As Radarsat-2 decreased during DoY 159 to 162, the water levels also decreased
until DoY 166. There was some time lag to reach the basin outlets downstream from the
study area upstream, as shown in Figure 1a,b. When Radarsat-2 increased on DoY 165,
the water levels also increased until DoY 168 (shown by ‘peak 1’ in Figure 5a). When
Radarsat-2 decreased on DoY 179, the water levels also decreased on DoY 178. On the other
hand, it was stated that SMAP soil moisture products failed to flag up a signal. The SMAP
in Figure 5b continued decreasing until DoY 180, without a matched increase (‘peak 1’)
of the water levels on DoY 168. The SMAP on DoY 180 was at the driest level around at
wilting point levels (0.049 m3/m3). Based upon the SMAP soil moisture that consistently
decreased until DoY 180 and reached the wilting point, it would not have been possible to
foresee the runoff or an increase in the streamflow a few days later on DoY 183 that resulted
in the highest water level (‘peak 2’ in Figure 5a) of 545.3 m.

In contrast, Radarsat-2 provided a better indication of increased antecedent soil water
storage conditions before the same peak 2 on DoY 183 by estimating an increase in the
soil moisture earlier on DoY 182. With respect to another increase in the water levels on
DoY 193, it was Radarsat-2 that showed a good precursor for ‘peak 3’ in Figure 5a, as it
estimated the increased soil moisture on DoY 189 early. In comparison, SMAP soil moisture
warned about the same peak 3 days later on DoY 191.
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4. Discussion

We showed that roughness-corrected Radarsat-2 soil moisture more appropriately
exhibited the hysteretic dynamics of watershed storage and discharge with a time lag of 3 to
5 days, as compared to the SMAP. This finding raises several discussions in terms of timing
error or hydrological (contributing area) mapping. First, temporal resolutions of Radarsat-2
soil moisture seem sufficient for capturing watershed hysteresis and hydrological dynam-
ics, as compared to the static PFRA-contributing area mapping of SMAP soil moisture
and infrequent SPOT-derived contributing area mapping (8 data for 20 months, due to
clouds) [8]. Secondly, Radarsat-2 soil moisture can provide more reasonable soil water stor-
age estimates for runoff modeling than previous studies using the NDVI or backscattering
intensity used as a proxy for soil moisture. Finally, it is suggested that, based upon the
comparative analysis of discharge hysteresis between the SMAP-contributing areas and
Radarsat-2 soil moisture dynamics in Figure 5, reliable estimates of soil storage are more
important for simulating watershed discharge than the static hydrological classification of
the contributing areas.

Several caveats of each data set is discussed. The temporal resolution of 1 km SMAP
soil moisture at 5~10 days was slightly lower over the study domain than Radarsat-2.
Nonetheless, we had to select high-resolution data, because low-resolution SMAP had
no spatial representativeness over a single local station at several cm scales in Section 3.1,
and we are unable to validate the results with filed measurements in local stations. SMAP
products used in this study should be comparable to a spatial resolution of Radarat-2 at
100 m. Radarsat-2 also has some limitations related to its high-spatial resolution. Although
recently launched satellites tend to have higher resolutions, this does not always lead to
improvements of retrievals. Several ancillary data are required to distinguish soil moisture
from other physical parameters that affect satellite signals. Many of the primary ancillary
datasets such as rainfall, surface temperature, VWC and soil texture are not available at the
high resolution of original Radarsat-2 at 20 m or uncertain.

5. Conclusions

To apply high-resolution microwave satellite-retrieved soil moisture for improving
catchment or runoff models, the effects of Radarsat-2 bias correction and SMAP soil
moisture-based hydrological classification were compared at various spatial scales. To
adjust the vegetation biases stemming from crop lands, a stochastic bias correction was
applied for 100 m Radarsat-2 retrievals. In conjunction with 1 km SMAP soil moisture, they
were validated at local stations and assessed with spatial distributions at the watershed
scale (approximately 1500 km2), as well as with water levels measured at the basin outlets.
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At the point scales, Radarsat-2 had slight overestimations (positive biases: 0.01~0.05 m3/m3),
while SMAP soil moisture showed larger underestimations (negative biases: −0.04~−0.21 m3/m3).
The SMAP biases did not largely differ across the local stations and over time. At the
sub-catchment levels, Radarsat-2 backscatters were largely affected by land cover, while
LAI vegetation-related underestimations were suggested for SMAP soil moisture. Based
upon consistently wet estimates of SMAP for the contributing area throughout the time in
Figure 5, it was considered that SMAP distinguished PFRA-contributing areas better. On
the other hand, Radarsat-2 did not show a large difference between the contributing and
noncontributing areas. In relation to meteorological forcing, Radarsat-2 showed reasonably
better increases in the soil moisture from rain events. At the watershed scale, Radarsat-2
soil moisture showed a better discharge hysteresis than the SMAP-contributing areas.

Based upon the results stated above, it was suggested that high-resolution Radarsat-2
soil moisture has a better hysteretic relationship with watershed discharge and can be a
precursor that heralds a streamflow regime. Despite several caveats of Radarsat-2 described
above, a merit of Radatsat-2 seems clear over this study site. Although some argued that
decreased soil moisture variability at coarse spatial scales is more appropriate for the
prediction of runoff [63], the results in this study suggest that high-resolution Radarsat-
2 data reasonably well represent how soil moisture controls the streamflow regime at
watershed scale and will be appropriate to use for improving runoff modeling.

Although it may be possible to better map contributing areas with microwave satellite-
retrieved soil moisture, this study suggests that a reliable estimation of soil storage is more
important than static classification of the contributing areas. A future work is planned to
actually utilize the soil moisture products of this study for hydrological modeling.
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