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Abstract: Machine learning (ML) algorithms can be used to predict wood volume in a faster and
more accurate way, providing reliable answers in forest inventories. The objective of this work was to
evaluate the performance of different ML techniques to predict the volume of eucalyptus wood, using
diameter at breast height (DBH) and total height (Ht) as input variables, obtained by measuring DBH
and Ht of 72 trees of six eucalyptus species (Eucalyptus camaldulensis, E. uroplylla, E. saligna, E. grandis,
E. urograndis, and Corymbria citriodora). The trees were cut down in two different epochs, rendering
48 samples at 24 months and 24 samples at 48 months, and the volume of each tree was measured
using the Smailian method. This research explores five machine learning models, namely artificial
neural networks (ANN), K-nearest neighbor (KNN), multiple linear regression (LR), random forest
(RF) and support vector machine (SVM), to estimate the volume of eucalyptus wood using DBH
and Ht. Artificial neural networks achieved higher correlations between observed and estimated
wood volume values. However, the RF outperformed all models by providing lower MAE and
higher correlations between observed and estimated wood volume values. Therefore, RF is the most
accurate for predicting wood volume in eucalyptus species.

Keywords: tree volume; forestry inventory; shallow learner

1. Introduction

In Brazil, planted forests cover an area of 9.6 million hectares. Of this total, 7.4 million
hectares are destined for the production of eucalyptus to manufacture paper, and about 44%
of the eucalyptus plantation is concentrated in the southeastern region of the country [1].
Knowing the volume per hectare of wood produced by the plants is important for regulating
the continuous supply of raw material, and enabling adequate competitiveness of the sector.
Precisely estimating the diameter, height, volume and biomass of trees has economic and
ecological importance, as it makes it possible to know the structure of the population,
determine commercially important characteristics of the trees, and calculate the carbon
stock of the forests [2]. Wood production estimates can be performed by adjusting statistical
models, mainly regressions using growth and production information [3].
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Obtaining information on variables related to wood production is essential for the
rational use of forest resources, and its precise quantification is essential [4]. During the
forest inventory process, a portion of the trees are sampled to measure diameter at breast
height (DBH) and total height (Ht). These variables are used to predict the volume of wood
using several available approaches [3].

These measurements are carried out through manual measurements in the field.
However, the evaluation of the volume of wood demands a lot of time and manpower,
in addition to being a destructive process, in which the trees are cut for its quantification.
The information from DBH and Ht makes it possible to infer the productive capacity
of the stand, and provide information on the application of raw material during forest
inventories [5]. In addition, this information helps in improvement programs by allowing
the selection of trees with better characteristics in advance. Manual quantifications are
difficult in fast-growing plantations, where field-based inventory programs may not be
sufficient to observe yields at the total area level. The traditional way of estimating both
the growth and productivity is described in [6].

The traditional way of estimating both tree growth and productivity is through re-
gression methods [7]. In this way, the use of machine learning (ML) algorithms are tools
with the potential to assist in forest inventory [3], characterization, and future property
planning [8]. Oliveira et al. [5] found high accuracy in identifying different eucalyptus
species based on their growth, by applying the random forest (RF) method. Another ML
technique that provides satisfactory results are artificial neural networks (ANN), especially
in predicting the diameter of trees [9,10]. ML models circumvent specific problems of forest
data when these are nonlinear [11], and have satisfactory performance in obtaining cubage
values in forest species [3].

There are some published studies using ML models to predict growth variables in
eucalyptus. However, it is still necessary to evaluate the performance of these models
for the wood volume. The objective of this work was to evaluate the performance of
different ML techniques to predict the volume of eucalyptus wood, using DBH and Ht as
input variables.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Data Acquisition

The implementation of the experiment took place in January 2014 at the experimental
area of the Federal University of Mato Grosso do Sul (UFMS), in Chapadao do Sul, Mato
Grosso do Sul State, Brazil (Figure 1). The experimental area has an average altitude of
820 m, and the soil is classified as medium-textured red oxisol. The climate of the region is
tropical humid (Aw), with a rainy season from October to April and a dry season between
May and September. Annual precipitation throughout the experiment ranged from 1600 to
2100 mm, with average annual temperatures between 26.2 and 27.1 °C.

To set up the experiment, a chemical analysis of the soil was carried out, the results of
which were: pH (CaCly) = 4.9; organic matter=315g dm3P=13.6m g dm 3 H+ Al: 5.4;
K =0.29 cmol dm~3; Ca = 2.8 cmolc dm~3; Mg = 0.5 cmolc dm~3; cation exchange capacity
(CEC) = 9.0 cmolc dm~3; and base saturation = 39.9%. The proportions of clay, sand and
silt were 46%, 46% and 8%, respectively. After this analysis, limestone was applied to raise
base saturation to 60%. The initial fertilization was 300 Kg/ha of formulated 4-14-8 (NPK).
Crowning, weeding, ant control and application of herbicides (glyphosate) were performed
when necessary.

The experimental design was randomized blocks with four replicates, with 20 plants
inside each experimental plot. The treatments were composed of four eucalyptus species
(E. camaldulensis, C. citriodora, E. saligna, and E. grandis) and the GG100 clone (clone of
hybrid from Eucalyptus urophylla x Eucalytus grandis).
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Figure 1. Location of the experimental area with the different species of eucalyptus (18°41/33" S,
52°40'45" W, with altitude is 820 m), at the Federal University of Mato Grosso do Sul (UFMS),
Campus of Chapadao do Sul.

The data used in this research were obtained by measuring the diameter at breast
height (DBH) and the height (Ht) of 72 trees from eucalyptus species in each plot. To obtain
DBH (cm), the tape was used to measure the circumference at breast height, which was
converted to DBH, and the Ht (m) was obtained using a Haglof hypsometer. The trees
were cut down in 2 different epochs, rendering 48 samples at 24 months and 24 samples
at 48 months, and the wood volume (WV) of each tree was measured using the Smalian
method (Equation (1)):

+ &
WV — Z gl g i+1) «L (1)

where V is the individual volume of the tree (m?); gi is the transverse area at the position
(height) i of the stem; L is the section length; and i is the position at the stem, wherei=1
(first) is the base of the stem. In each cubed tree, the diameter at breast height (DBH, cm)
at 1.30 m from the ground and the total height (Ht, m) was measured with the aid of a
measuring tape.

All attributes were applied to machine learning models as follows: isolated DBH (named
DBH set) and isolated Ht (named Ht set), combined DBH and Ht (named DBH + Ht set),
combined DBH, Ht and the categorical attribute species (named Species set) and combined
DBH, Ht, species and the age of each tree (named All set).

2.2. Machine Learning

To test the data, we used five machine learning models: an artificial neural network
(ANN) using a multilayer perceptron algorithm, K-nearest neighbor (KNN), multiple
linear regression (MLR), random forests (RF), and support vector machine (SVM). All
machine learning models were executed on an Intel Core i5 CPU with 8 Gb RAM, with all
hyperparameters set as default, according to the Weka (Version 3.9.5) default library. For all
models, a randomized stratified 5-fold cross-validation with 10 repetitions was performed,
giving a total of 50 runs for each model (Figure 2).

For each machine learning model applied, the Pearson’s coefficient (r) and the mean
absolute error (MAE) metrics between the DBH, Ht, tree species, and the measured volume
were estimated according Equations (2) and (3), respectively. Subsequently, boxplots for r
and MAE values were generated to compare the performance of the models by the Scott-
Knott test at 5% probability level. This analysis was performed with R software [12] using
the ExpDes.pt and ggplot2 packages.
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where ¥ and ¥ are the sample means of the observed and predicted mean values; n is
the number of samples, y; is the observed absolute value for each sample, and g; is the
predicted absolute value by the model for each sample.

® 48 trees at 24 months
® 24 trees at 48 months

® Artificial Neural Networks (ANN)
* K-Nearest Neighbor (KNN)

¢ Multiple Linear Regression (MLR)
® Random Forest (RF)

# Support Vector Machine (SVM)

¢ Pearson’s coefficient correlation (r)
® Mean absolute error (MAE)

Figure 2. Scheme of procedures performed for data collection, processing and analysis.

2.2.1. Artificial Neural Networks (ANN)

An artificial neural network (ANN) is a machine learning model that simulates human
brain behavior through information processing occurring in neurons. Each neuron applies
an activation function to process the information, sending it to the next neuron through
connection links [10]. ANN models are used in many practical environmental and forest
modeling applications, from classification tasks to estimation and prediction. The great
advantage of ANNs compared to traditional models is the ability to discover and model
relationships between input and output variables without knowing any assumptions about
the form of a fitting function [13].

2.2.2. K-Nearest Neighbor (KNN)

The K-nearest neighbor (KNN) is a machine learning classifier that uses Euclidean
distance to calculate the similarity between the input data and the training data. KNN
models have been used in the Finnish multi-source National Forest Inventory (INFI) since
1990 [14], in New Zealand'’s coniferous forest areas [15], for forest estimations in the Oregon
University /US Forest service’s ‘coastal landscape analysis and modeling study’, and the
NASA-funded Upper Midwest Regional Earth Science Application Center (RESAC) [16].
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2.2.3. Multiple Linear Regression (MLR)

Multiple linear regression is a statistical method used to predict response values
and find the relationship between several independent (or exploratory) variables and the
dependent (response) variables [17]. MLR is extensively applied in environmental and
forest modeling to estimate dependent variables that are difficult to obtain with direct
measurements, such as volume, biomass, and crown diameter, from independent variables
such as total height, DBH, and their respective transformations [18,19].

2.2.4. Random Forests (RF)

A random forest is a machine learning classifier that uses a collection of classifiers
structured as a tree, with each tree depending on a collection of random variables [20,21].
This model uses a voting scheme among all the trees to classify new instances of the data.
RF is applied in many practical applications, from prediction of the predominant kind of
tree cover of a forest [22] to ecohydrological modeling [23].

2.2.5. Support Vector Machines (SVM)

A support vector machine (SVM) is a machine learning regression and classifier
applied in a wide range of computer vision and pattern recognition problems [24]. Nieto
et al. [11] applied SVMs to predict inside-bark volume estimates of standing E. globulus
trees, using the parameters DBH, height, and age of the tree. SVMs consist of determining
a hyperplane to separate the data belonging to two, or more, classes [24].

From the average of the 10 folds of the cross validation, dispersion graphs between the
observed versus predicted wood volume and the residuals versus predicted wood volume
by the best identified input were generated.

3. Results

The results indicated that every set has a positive correlation with the tree volume
(Table 1), with the lowest correlation by KNN using only Ht (r = 0.8132129) and the highest
correlation obtained by ANN using the combined attributes DBH and Ht (r = 0.9546309).
However, RF obtained the lowest MAE for each set (Table 2), with the lowest value
(MAE = 0.01938396) in the All set and correlation (r = 0.9447906) differing by only 0.01 from
the highest value obtained among all models, ANN using the DBH+Ht set (r = 0.9546309
and MAE = 0.02385956) and missing 0.4% less.

Table 1. Grouping of Pearson’s correlation coefficient (r) between estimated and observed values for
the tree volume obtained with different machine learning models and input configurations.

r

Model DBH Ht Species DBH + Ht All
ANN 09137677 Ab  0.8488631 Ac  0.9285823 Ab  0.9546309 Aa  0.9488428 Aa
KNN 0.8378938 Cb  0.8132129Bc ~ 0.8517617Bb  0.9374872 Aa  0.8568371 Bb
LR 09079053 Aa 08138639 Bb  0.9258909 Aa  0.9252162 Aa  0.9455784 Aa
RE 0.8722667 Bb  0.8467742 Ab 09424229 Aa  0.9414576 Aa  0.9447906 Aa
SVM 09079053 Aa 08138639 Bb  0.9246548 Aa  0.9247454 Aa  0.9350522 Aa

Means followed by the same uppercase letters in the same row and the same lowercase letters in the same column
do not differ by the Scott-Knott test at 5% probability.

Analyzing the inputs, ANN presented the highest correlation for the sets DBH
(r=0.9137677), Ht (r = 0.8488631), DBH + Ht (r = 0.9546309), and All (r = 0.9488428);
however, for the Species set, the highest correlations were presented by RF (r = 0.9424229).
There were no statistical differences between all models (ANN, KNN, LR, RF and SVM)
for the DBH + Ht set by the Scott-Knott test at a 5% probability. The categorical attribute
species, included with the attributes DBH, Ht and Age in the Species and All sets, presented
better correlation results than the isolated attributes DBH and Ht. However, for the ANN
and KNN models, the DBH + Ht set obtained better results. The use of all attributes resulted
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in the best correlation with volume in LR, RF, and SVM models, and LR and RF, the use
of species gave a slight increase in the correlation value. The same result can be observed
for MAE, with DBH + Ht set obtaining the lowest values for the ANN and KNN models,
and the use of all attributes resulted in the lowest values for MAE in the LR, RF, and SVM
models, where the introduction of the species categorical attribute showed no significant
reduction in the mean error.

Table 2. Grouping of Mean Absolute Errors (MAE) between estimated and observed values for the
tree volume obtained with different machine learning models and input configurations.

MAE
1

Mode DBH Ht Species DBH + Ht All
ANN 0.03127626 Ab 0.03945802 Aa 0.02844863 Ab 0.02385956 Bc 0.02425266 Cc
KNN 0.02784657 Ac 0.03959366 Aa 0.03139129 Ab 0.02189490 Bd 0.03236239 Ab
LR 0.02974847 Ab 0.04262036 Aa 0.02979906 Ab 0.02948298 Ab 0.02634445 Bb
RF 0.02607193 Ab 0.03590287 Ba 0.02000122 Bc 0.01961697 Bc 0.01938396 Dc
SVM 0.02917617 Ab 0.04083021 Aa 0.02921831 Ab 0.02971024 Ab 0.02752851 Bb

Means followed by the same uppercase letters in the same row and the same lowercase letters in the same column
do not differ by the Scott-Knott test at 5% probability.

The boxplots for r and MAE between estimated and observed values for the tree
volume obtained with different machine learning models (ANN, KNN, LR, RF and SVM)
and input sets (DBH, Ht, Species, DBH + Ht and All) are grouped in Figure S1. The results
show that the estimation accuracy is higher for the DBH + Ht set (smaller boxes and close
to 0.9367074), and the MAE estimate is lower for the DBH + Ht set, with values close
to 0.02491293. However, every machine learning model showed outliers for r, with the
exception of ANN in Ht. In the boxplots for MAE, LR only showed an outlier in Ht, without
outliers in other sets (DBH, Species, DBH + Ht, and All). The Species set only showed
outlier in RFE, and the All set showed no outliers in ANN and LR models. Every other
combination of ML models and input set showed outliers.

The values observed versus predicted for the tree volume obtained with different
machine learning models (Ann, KNN, LR, RE, and SVM), and best input configuration
(DBH + HT), are contained in Figure 3. Figure 4 contains the residual versus predicted
values for the tree volume obtained with different machine learning models. These results
corroborate the results presented in Tables 1 and 2. Overall, the RF was the most accurate
model. This model’s points were closer to the trend line, especially in the best wooden
volumes. That is, while the other models have greater waste for the smallest volumes,
the RF presented less dispersion, up to 0.2 m3/tree. From this value, all models have
greater dispersion.



Sustainability 2023, 15, 10968 7of 11

ANN KNN

predicted predicted
0.4 - 04
°
e g
c 0.3 5 0.3
2 ?
o o 0.2
(@) 0.2 (@) .
0.1 0.1
01 02 03 04 01 02 03 04
Predicted Predicted
MLR RF
..
0.4-
predicted predicted
0.3- -
§ 0.3 g 03
9 0.2 § s
8 02- = _
0.1
0.1
0.0
0.1~
00 01 02 03 01 02 03 04
Predicted Predicted
SVM
%
0.4-
predicted
o 0.3-
(0]
P 0.2
[
2
0.2-
© 0.1

01 02 03
Predicted

Figure 3. Observed versus predicted values for the tree volume obtained with different machine learn-
ing models: artificial neural network (ANN), K-nearest neighbor (KNN), multiple linear regression
(MLR), random forest (RF), and support vector machine (SVM), using the best input (DBH + Ht).
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Figure 4. Residual versus predicted values for the tree volume obtained with different machine learn-
ing models: artificial neural network (ANN), K-nearest neighbor (KNN), multiple linear regression
(MLR), random forest (RF), and support vector machine (SVM), using the best input (DBH + Ht).

4. Discussion

The use of different methods to predict the cubage is a recurrent activity in planted
eucalyptus forests. These methods have gained importance in reducing costs in forest man-
agement planning, and improving the accuracy of production estimates for the observed
areas. The DBH and Ht variables are the main data used to estimate the cubage [25].

The relationship between diameter and height is widely used for both linear and
nonlinear regression models, where they present good results [25]. However, ML methods
have shown better results because they can learn and generalize data with tolerance to
noise and identify nonlinear factors [26]. Environmental factors can directly affect DBH
and Ht; this interaction has a nonlinear relationship, because this traditional equations are
not able to accurately predict the relationship between these variables [27]. This fact leads
to the application of non-parametric methods, such as KNN, LR, RF, ANN, and SVM. In
order to compare the predicted and observed data in the field, the Smalian method was
chosen, used by several authors to obtain the cubage [28-30].

In all models, a high correlation was observed in the volume estimates, with the ANN
providing the highest accuracy. This result corroborates the findings reported by Almeida
et al. [31], demonstrating that using ANNSs is a good alternative to traditional regression
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models for many factors in eucalyptus stands [32]. Artificial neural networks are widely
used in forest productivity modeling, as they deal well with the complex relationships
between independent and dependent variables [33]. Using the Smalian method to calculate
the marketable volume of trees, combined with neural networks to predict diameter and
volume which obtain results close to the real ones, are satisfactory techniques to obtain
such answers with precision [4].

However, RF obtained lower MAE for all analyzed variables and higher means for
the Species set. The RF model has been little used in Brazilian eucalyptus studies, proving
to be an accurate model for such estimates and, hence, a good tool for forest management
planning [3]. The RF method presents itself as an efficient method for predicting the cubage
of eucalyptus, especially when using the attributes DBH, Ht, and species as input data,
with satisfactory results found by Aratjo et al. [34].

Oliveira et al. [5] found good results from using RF to identify eucalyptus species
using growth information. RF also showed good performance in predicting the volume of
eucalyptus, increasing the efficiency in monitoring the stem volume of forest plantations [3].
Maire et al. [35] found an 12 of 0.90 for volume and 0.92 for height using RF, which showed
better results. RF has the ability to process data from different sources: satellite, terrestrial,
staggered, non-uniform, etc., with high accuracy, and avoids model overfitting [36].

Another important point is that the inclusion of species information in the RF model
did not provide a gain in the accuracy of wood volume prediction. This result suggests
that the model can be used in other eucalyptus species. The model to run on Free Weekka
software is available at the link: https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/11YDwz2Z5
hiNdbGtEt7Y3_SyiljgnJXbO?usp=sharing, accessed on 29 April 2023. The step-by-step to
use this model is described in the Supplementary Material.

The methods traditionally used in the cubage estimation, although consolidated, have
low efficiency when nonlinear factors are considered. New forecasting techniques have
become promising, due to their assertiveness in estimating wood volume. Our findings
support the applicability of the methods tested here. In this way, the use of a higher number
of independent variables, such as climatic, geographic, remote sensing, and soil factors, is
encouraged, bringing higher accuracy in estimates and decreasing operating costs.

5. Conclusions

This research explored machine learning algorithms to estimate the volume of euca-
lyptus wood using DBH and Ht. Artificial neural networks had a good performance, by
achieving a higher r between observed and estimated values of wood volume. However,
random forest had a lower MAE and slightly lower r than ANN. Therefore, we consider RF
the most accurate model for predicting wood volume in eucalyptus species. It is important
to highlight that the inclusion of the categorical variable species did not statistically im-
prove the prediction of this model. This indicates that the model can be applied to other
eucalyptus species different from those tested in this research.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https:
/ /www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su151410968 /s1, Supplementary Material contains the boxplots
of the Pearson correlation coefficient (r) and Mean Absolute Error (MAE) values between estimated
and observed values for the tree volume obtained with different machine learning models (ML).
In addition, it contains information on how the best ML model can be accessed and used by inter-
ested readers.
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