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Abstract: The clumping index (CI) is a commonly used vegetation dispersion parameter used to
characterize the spatial distribution of the clumping or random distribution of leaves in canopy
environments, as well as to determine the radiation transfer of the canopy, the photosynthesis of the
foliage, and hydrological processes. However, the method of CI estimation using the measurement
instrument produces uncertain values in various forest types. Therefore, it is necessary to clarify
the differences in CI estimation methods using field measurements with various segment lengths in
different forest types. In this study, three 100 m x 100 m plots were set, and the CI and leaf area index
(LAI) values were measured. The CI estimation results were compared. The results show that the
accuracy of CI estimation was affected by different forest types, different stand densities, and various
segment lengths. The segment length had a significant effect on CI estimation with various methods.
The CI estimation accuracy of the LX and CLX methods increased alongside a decrease in the segment
length. The CI evidently offered spatial heterogeneity among the different plots. Compared with the
true CI, there were significant differences in the CI estimation values with the use of various methods.
Moreover, the spatial distribution of the CI estimation values using the Qcyn method could more
effectively describe the spatial heterogeneity of the CI. These results can provide a reference for CI
estimation in field measurements with various segment lengths in different forest types.

Keywords: clumping index; estimation; impact analysis; field measurement

1. Introduction

As a common phenomenon in natural forests, canopy clumping can affect both gap
fraction and canopy radiation transfer [1-3]. Meanwhile, it can cause the leaf area index
(LAI) to be underestimated without considering canopy clumping [4-6]. Therefore, it is
essential to quantify the non-random distribution characteristics of the forest canopy [7].

The canopy clumping index (CI) is a commonly used vegetation dispersion parameter
used to characterize the spatial distribution of leaves or needles within the forest canopy [8].
The CI is often defined as the ratio of the effective leaf area index (LAI) to the real leaf
area index (LAI;) [9]. The LAIr is defined as the total area of plant leaves per unit land
area, accounting for half of the land area [10,11]. The non-randomness level of foliage
distribution in the forest canopy can be quantified by the CI in real scenarios. The CI
is equal to 1.0; there is a random distribution of foliage in canopy environments, i.e.,
larger than 1.0 when the canopy offers a regular distribution and less than 1.0 when the
canopy offers an aggregated distribution [12]. An exploration into the canopy clumping
effect can not only help improve understanding around canopy efficiency in order to
intercept light, but can also quantitatively calculate the carbon capture of vegetation in
the ecosystem and the proportion of chlorophyll fluorescence photons escaping from the
canopy [13]. Therefore, accurately acquisitioning the Cl is of great importance in order to
understand the distribution characteristics of leaves in the canopy and gas exchange in the
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ecosystem [14]. Meanwhile, a lack of consideration of the CI can lead to an LAI error of up
to 70% [15]. Therefore, it is essential to correctly estimate the LAI when using an indirect
optical approach that accounts for the clumping effect [16].

The current Cl is a ratio of the canopy gap fraction under real and random conditions,
and it is a quantified ratio of the effective leaf area index (LAl.) to the real leaf area
index (LAIL;). In many studies, the CI is used to efficiently quantify the transmittance
and interception of light and precipitation in canopy environments. Furthermore, the
primary ways of obtaining the CI include field and remote sensing methods. In field
measurements, the CI can be estimated both directly or indirectly using commercial optical
instruments [16,17]. There are usually two steps available to retrieve the forest canopy
clumping index, including the gap size estimation phase and the CI estimation phase [7].
The gap size distributions can be obtained using commercial optical instruments, such as
tracing radiation and architecture of canopy (TRAC) and digital hemispherical photography
(DHP) in-field measurements. For the CI estimation phase, there are several well-developed
and accepted methods used to quantitatively calculate the clumping degree. The finite-
length averaging method (LX) proposed by Lang and Xiang was the earliest method used
for CI estimation [18]. In this method, the whole scene was divided into different segments
according to the clustering effect of the whole scene, and the canopy was assumed as
random distributions in each segment. The LAI, in each segment was calculated by the gap
rate model and the LA, of the whole scene was calculated by the gap rate model. Then, the
CI was calculated by the ratio of the LAl to the LAI,. Evidently, the size of the segments
using this method will significantly affect the accuracy of CI estimation [19,20]. Chen et al.
proposed a gap size distribution model that can be used to calculate the CI. In this method,
large gaps from the measured gap size accumulation curve were sequentially removed until
the pattern of gap size accumulation resembled a random spatial distribution, and the CI
was calculated using the logarithmic gap size averaging method (the CC method) [21-23].
Unlike the LX method, this method is not limited by light conditions and has strong
applicability [17]. Additionally, this method is more commonly used for CI estimation [24].
Pisek et al. improved the CC method for CI estimation based on the original Miller’s law,
known as the CMN method. The difference between the CMN and CC methods is that the
CMN method does not consider the normalization after removing large gaps [19]. Leblanc
combined the LX and CC methods to calculate the CI from hemispheric photography (HP)
images, in what is called the CLX method [25]. As a combination of the two methods, the
CLX method was disadvantageous. It was sensitive to the segment length (similar to the
LX method) and failed to identify and eliminate small gaps, which caused increases in
the CI estimation error (similar to the CC method) [26]. To conclude, the advantages and
disadvantages of various methods in different scenes are still important to consider when
taking actual measurements.

In field measurements, the CI can also be estimated by obtaining the LAI. and LAI; and
then calculating the ratio, which can retrieve the CI. The LAI, generally adopts destructive
sampling [27], allometric growth [28], and litter collection [29]. The destructive sampling
method is used to pick leaves of all vegetation in the study area and individually measure
the leaf areas, before then calculating the LAI;. This method has certain impacts on the
ecological environment, making it unsuitable for forests with complex structures [30]. The
allometric technique depends on the relationship between the leaf area and any dimension
of the element of the woody plant, such as the green leaf biomass, the stem diameter, the
diameter at breast height, the tree height, or the volume [8]. Moreover, this relationship
is determined via destructive sampling. The allometric equation can be used to estimate
the LAIL within the study area. However, this method is disadvantageous given that
it can destroy the samples. The allometric equation is also restricted because of its site
specificity, and the relationship is stand-specific and dependent on the season, site fertility,
local climate, and canopy structure [31,32]. The measured result may be less than the
LAI, as measured by the optical instrument method [33]. The litter collection method
retrieves fallen leaves during the leaf-falling period using litter traps in the study area
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and the LAI,; can be determined from the litter using the weight method. This method is
very useful for LAl measurements, especially in deciduous forests. The accuracy of LAI,
measurements was 95% within a bias of 10% with respect to the mean with an appropriate
spatial and temporal sampling scheme [34,35]. The LAl is generally measured with an
optical instrument, such as Demon, LAI-2200, TRAC, SunScan, and AccuPAR, or with
digital hemispheric photography (DHP). These optical instruments have usually been used
to monitor the LAI status and any small-scale dynamic changes in forest ecosystems [36-38].
Denmon is an instrument used for log-averaging the transmittance of solar beams, and its
sensor has a filter that can have a filtering effect on other scattered light measurements and
can allow the light to be measured at a wavelength of only 430 nm. However, it required
several repeated time observations and there were more complex operating procedures
compared with LAI-2200 [8]. The LAI-2200 instrument, equipped with a fisheye lens
and five concentric conical rings (7°, 23°, 38°, 53°, and 68°), was used to record incident
light intensities. Similar to Denmon, the LAI-2200 calculated the LAl. by comparing the
different measurements among the above and below canopies. The result measured with
the LAI-2200 was usually sensitive to different light conditions, so it was used often to take
measurements before dawn or after dusk [39]. The LAI-2200 has been successfully used
to estimate LAl in continuous and homogeneous canopies; however, the potential of the
LAI-2200 instrument is restricted by a general tendency of LAl underestimation [6,16].
The TRAC technique can also be used to calculate the LAI by combining the average leaf
width, the needle cluster ratio, and the woody leaf area ratio of the study area [21,23].
SunScan and AccuPAR were used to calculate the LAI by measuring the solar transmittance
of the upper and lower parts of the canopy, but these two methods were not suitable for
measurements within coniferous forests [8]. The DHP method generally uses a fisheye lens
and a digital camera to measure the canopy gap ratio and the LAI. However, the accuracy
of this method depended on recognizing the algorithm of the gap ratio and woody parts,
meaning that the accuracy could be further improved by the optimization algorithm [17].
To summarize, the accuracy of LAI measurements varied among different instruments, as
did CI estimation when using the ratio of the LAl and the LAI,.

Global- and regional-scale CI estimation methods have been generated by remote
sensing technology. Optical remote sensing, such as with POLDER, MODIS, and MISR
satellite data, has been successfully used for CI estimation purposes [40—-42]. An empirical
relationship between the CI and vegetation index, such as the normalized difference
between the hotspot and dark-spot (NDHD) models, was established to obtain a clumping
index [43]. Chen et al. (2005) generated a monthly CI global mapping model from POLDER
with a 6 km resolution [44]. He et al. proposed a global CI mapping model based on the
NDHD model at a 500 m resolution by utilizing the MODIS BRDF product [40]. Fang et al.
obtained the global CI distribution data from 2000 to 2020 by calculating the NDHD based
on MODIS data and implemented the retrieval service in Google Earth Engine. The results
indicate that the global clumping index range is about 0.3-1.0 [45]. With the development
of laser ranging technology, light detection and ranging (LiDAR) data have been used
to estimate the CI through calculating the gap rate or gap fraction by CC, CLX, or other
methods [7,46,47]. Unfortunately, there is no effective and robustness algorithm used to
retrieve the clumping index in a wide range with spaceborne lidar. Therefore, optical
remote sensing is still the primary data source for CI estimation on the large spatial and
multi-temporal scale [16].

Regardless of field measurements or remote sensing estimations, accurately measuring
the Cl is essential. Some studies have focused on researching the availability and accuracy
of CI calculation methods in field measurements [17,19,48]. The first factor that will have
a potential impact on the measurement results is the segment length. Segment length is
an artificially assumed variable used to estimate the CI. Before CI estimation, a cell that is
small enough for the assumption of leaf distribution randomness within a cell should be
assumed. Meanwhile, the size of this cell should be large enough so that the statistics of
the gap fraction are meaningful. Moreover, this segment size is usually called the segment
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length. A theoretical analysis of this problem suggests that the segment length should be at
least 10 times the width of a leaf [16]. However, varied segment lengths can lead to different
and random canopy situations within each segment. In the case of relatively long segments,
the canopy may have a clustered distribution. This results in a large error caused by the
calculation method [17]. Leblanc et al. compared the differences in CI estimation methods
and showed that the CLX method was less sensitive to the segment length compared to
other methods, and the LX method was more sensitive compared with other methods [26].
Pisek et al. compared the CI estimation results using the LX method and the CLX method
under various segment lengths, and showed that the segment length can have an uncertain
impact on CI estimation, though the optimal segment length for CI estimation was not
determined [19]. Woodgate found that the CLX method was better than the CC and LX
methods for CI estimation in eucalyptus forests [49]. However, Pisek et al. found that the
CLX method was more suitable for CI estimation than the CC, LX, and CMN methods
in Scots pine forests [19]. This indicates that the various types of forest will increase the
uncertainty of CI measurements [50]. Therefore, it is necessary to evaluate the differences
in CI estimation methods when taking in-field measurements with various segment lengths
in different forest types.

To sum up, the studies on the differences among CI field measuring methods were
insufficient and the influence of the segment lengths, different forest types, and tree density
in the plot on CI field measurement was also not clear. To this aim, three 100 x 100 m plots
of different forest types were set in the research region, and the CI was estimated using
the measurements from TRAC, LAI-2200, DHP, and litter collection methods. Then, the CI
estimation results were compared and the uncertainty of CI estimation was analyzed at
various segment lengths with the LX, CC, CLX, P, and CMN methods. These results could
provide a reference for CI estimation in field measurements with various segment lengths
in different forest types.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

The research area is located in Maoer Mountain Experimental Forest Farm of Northeast
Forestry University in Shangzhi City, Heilongjiang Province, northeast of China, with
longitude of 127°29'-127°44'E and a latitude of 45°14'-45°29'N (Figure 1). The area of the
Maoer Mountain forest farm is about 26.496 km?. The study area is a low-mountain and
hilly area with an average altitude of 300 m. The research region has a mid-temperate
continental monsoon climate with an average annual temperature of 2.7 °C [51]. The
hottest month is in July with an average temperature of 21.8 °C. The coldest month is in
January with an average temperature of —19.9 °C [52]. The average annual precipitation is
700-800 mm.

The vegetation type of the Maoer Mountain Experimental Forest Farm is mainly
natural secondary forest and artificial forest. The average forest coverage rate is 95%, and
the total forest volume is 3.5 million m3. The main tree species are Quercus mongolica Fisch.,
Betula platyphylla Suk., Pinus koraiensis Sieb., Fraxinus mandschurica Rupr., Phellodendron
amurense Rupr., Populus davidiana Dode, Tilia amurensis Rupr., Larix gmelini Rupr., and Betula
costata Trautv. [52,53].

2.2. Field Data
2.2.1. Field Measurement

In this study, three 100 m x 100 m plots with different forest types were set. In order
to minimize the uncertain error caused by terrain, the three selected plots were set at the
region with a flat slope. These were broad-leaved forest, coniferous forest, and mixed forest
plots. The measured forest parameters included the diameter at breast height (DBH), the
tree height, the tree density, the tree species, the relative dominance, and the specific leaf
area (SLA). The DBH above 5 cm was measured and recorded. Then, the geographical
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coordinate of each tree in one plot was recorded using the SOUTH RTK (SOUTH Inc.,
Guangzhou, China) instrument.

Legend

® Location of litter traps Boundary of plot 127°31'E 127°32'E

A

127°31'E 127°32'E

45°18'N

H

Figure 1. Study area map and LAI-2200 measurement points, TRAC transects, and leaf litter collection
measurement points. ((A) was the overview of the research regeion; (B) was the overview of the plots;
(C) was the positions of the measurements. Note: in (B), the yellow rectangle is the broadleaf forest,
the red rectangle is the coniferous forest, and the green rectangle is the mixed forest).

The plot was divided into 100 squares with an area of 10 m x 10 m. Moreover, a
1m x 1m litter trap was set at the center of each square (Figure 2). The leaves were then
collected twice in each month from the beginning of the season to the end of the season.
Afterwards, the area and the weight of the fresh leaves were measured. The Li-3000 was
used to measure the leaf area of the deciduous tree species. Then, the needle surface area of
the coniferous trees was measured using the volume displacement method, as reported in
Chen’s publication in 1996 [54]. All fresh leaf samples were separated by species type and
were subsequently oven-dried at 70 °C for 24 h. The mass of the dried leaf samples was
recorded. The specific leaf area (SLA) was then calculated as follows [55]:

Sa

SLA= 5 1)

where S, is the average fresh leaf area (cm?) and W is the dried weight of leaves (g). The
statistical information of the measurements can be found in Table 1.
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Figure 2. Photos of the field measurement process.

Table 1. Basic tree information table of the three plots.

. . Number of Mean Relative
Sample Type Major Species Trees (Number) DBH (cm)  Dominance (%) SLA (em? x g™1)
Broad-leaved forest  Juglans mandshurica Maxim. 1508 11.87 100 213.62
Pinus sylvestris Linn. 496 26.84 68.19 67
Pinus koraiensis Sieb. 192 15.91 14.37 78.91
. Fraxinus mandschurica Rupr. 38 21.26 5.08 305.96
Coniferous forest Ulmus pumila L. 200 41.99 8.94 24548
Others 213 11.85 3.41 —
Total 1139 26.6 100 —
Betula platyphylla Suk. 357 27.84 39.85 195.46
Fraxinus mandschurica Rupr. 244 33.41 16.61 305.96
Pinus koraiensis Sieb. 256 31.75 5.74 78.91
. Quercus mongolica Fisch. 98 51.2 10.84 253.94
Mixed forest Larix gmelini Rupr. 112 44.07 11.66 159.22
Ulmus pumila L. 233 34.55 8.19 245.48
Others 87 14.5 711 —_—
Total 1387 237.31 100 e

Leaves collected from the litter trap were separated by species type and the wet weight
was measured and recorded. Then, the samples were oven-dried at 70 °C for 24 h and
the weights of the samples were measured. This drying process was repeated until the
measured weight of the samples was less than 0.01 g. Subsequently, the ratio of leaf dry
mass to fresh mass was calculated based on the measured dry and wet weight of samples,
following Equation (2):

_ Mo
A

where M is the dried weight of leaf samples with a unit of g, M; is the wet weight of leaves
with a unit of g, and a is the ratio of leaf dry mass to fresh mass. This calculation was made
based on the types of tree species and varied with different types of tree species.

After that, the real leaf area index of each type of tree species in the plot could be
calculated based on the specific leaf area and the ratio of dry weight to fresh weight using
litter collection method. The equation used to calculate the LAl was as follows:

@)

LAljjttey = a* M % SLA 3)
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where LAI}jy,, is the real leaf area index (cm?/cm?), a is the ratio of dry to fresh mass (g), M
is the wet weight of the samples (g), and SLA is the specific leaf area (cm?/g). With this
method, we could obtain the LAI, of each litter trap, each tree species in one plot, and the
total LAI in the plot for further analysis.

2.2.2. Measurements of the LAl and the CI

The LAl and the CI were measured using the LAI-2200, TRAC, and DHP methods.
Two pieces of LAI-2200 (LI-COR Inc., Lincoln, Nebraska, USA) equipment were used to
record the light penetration into the canopy and the above canopy; as a result, the LAl
could be calculated. Each measurement was repeated twice and a 90° view cap was used
to shield the sensor from the operator during the measurement stage. The measurements
were conducted near sunset or under overcast conditions. It was used to minimize the
measuring error under direct illumination [56]. The position of the measured LAI can be
found in Figure 3.

X x X X X

X X X X X
]
]

X X X x X ‘

X X X X X Tiegeni

X Location of the DHP measurements
Location of the LAT-2200 measurements
—» Transect lines [or TRAC measurements

Boundary of plot

X X x X X 4 Direction of light incidence

v v v \ 4 v

Figure 3. Spatial distribution of measuring points of LAI-2200 and DHP and the TRAC transect line.

The DHP images were taken with a fixed azimuth angle using Nikon D800 (Nikon,
Tokyo, Japan) with a 4.5 mm F2.8 EX DC circular fisheye converter. The position of the DHP
measurement can be found in Figure 3. The equipment was mounted and levelled using a
bubble level before the measurements were taken. Then, the hemispherical photographs
were taken. The effective LAI could be derived using digital hemispherical photography
(DHP) software (Natural Resources Canada, Ottawa, Canada). The measurements were
conducted under overcast conditions or the conditions of diffuse skylight were used to
minimize the error of the direct illumination. More details can be found in the Digital
Hemispherical Photography Manual [57].

The TRAC equipment was used to record the photosynthetic photon flux density
(PPFD) and to retrieve the CI of the forest canopy. In this study, five transect lines of
100 m, with an interval distance of 20 m, were set. Then, we collected the TRAC-based
PPFD gradient values along the line transects, which are perpendicular to the incident
directions of the solar beams in the plot. To compare the differences in the results with
various segment lengths, the segment lengths for TRAC measurements were set to 1 m, 2 m,
4m,5m, 10 m, 20 m, 50 m, and 100 m, respectively. It helped us to create different datasets
based on the original TRAC data when transects were segmented by 1 m,2m, 4 m, 5m,
10 m, 20 m, 50 m, 100 m, respectively. At last, the forest canopy CI was computed using the
TRACWin software (Natural Resources Canada, Ottawa, ON, Canada). To minimize the
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influence of the different zenith angles on the CI measurements, a zenith angle of 57.5° was
used during the measurement stage [56-58].

2.3. Methodology of CI Estimation

In this study, we compared the CI estimation performances using the LX, P, CC, CMN,
and CLX methods. Moreover, the theory of these methods is described as follows.

2.3.1. Theory of the LX Method

The LX method was the first method used for LAI estimation, which took the logarith-
mic averages with a solid statistical background [25]. Thus, LAI estimation can have greater
accuracy when the canopy transmittance is logarithmically averaged in a discontinuous
or clumped canopy, referred to as method of LX. The LX method assumed that the foliage
within the finite length was random and that the segment contained gaps.

In|P(®)]

x(6) [P (0) 4)
where P(0) is the average of the canopy gap fraction and In[P(6)] is the logarithmic mean
gap fractions for all segments. This method may give erroneous results due to the short
length of the segments in a clumped canopy [59,60]. The short length of the segments is
also called segment length, and is defined as the various lengths of all the sunlit segments
occurring along this line that can be expressed as a statistical distribution function under
given canopy [61]. In addition, the segment length is considered an essential factor for CI
estimation [62].

2.3.2. Theory of the P method

The p method is based on the gap size distribution [63]. The gap size distribution of
the canopy with a random canopy spatial distribution can be described as follows:

P(1) = e~ Lp(Hi/wep) ®)

where P(1) is the probability that a probe with length : will completely fall into a light spot.
wep is the mean width of the element shadows cast on the transect. Lp is the projected
foliage element area.

The P(I) for the clumped canopy can be determined with the following formula:

P(l) = P.(1) 4+ Pg1(1)Pey + Pep(1)Pp + - . . + Py (1) P = Pe(1) + Z?Zl Pg;()P;;  (6)

The term P, (1) refers to the sunfleck size distribution beneath a canopy with opaque
clumps. P, is the probability of i number of clumps overlapping in the sun’s direction, and
the Pr; is a sunfleck size distribution within the intersection of i clumps. These terms are
defined as follows:

P.(I) = exp[—Leg(1+1/wep)] (7)
PEi<l) = exp [—iLEp(l—i—l/wgp)] (8)

o _ exp(—La) x Lty
ci —

©)

where L is the intercept of the plot of gap size distribution for a clumped canopy and Lg
is the intercept found from extrapolating the straight portion of the curve at large I value.
In addition, L, was calculated using L.g and L. from Equation (10).

i!

(14 &)Log exp(—Lcf)
V2Lt o) exp[—(Lea + Leo)] — (1 + 28) exp(—2Lea) — exp(—Leg)

Lp, =1In( ) (10)

P
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In this equation, & = L.gPg1(0)/3 can be derived from Equation (6) after being trun-
cated ati=2.

The gaps can be measured along the transects and P(!) can be calculated following
methods proposed by Chen and Cihlar (1995) [22,23]. Meanwhile, the clumping index of
the leaves can be determined from:

Le@

Qp =
LepLeg

(11)

2.3.3. Theory of the CC Method and CMN Method

The Occ method is improved on the basis of the F-Approach proposed by Chen
et al. [22,23]. It measures the width of the sunlit patches on the transect when the light
enters the canopy. The width of the canopy gaps on the transect can be calculated with
consideration of the penumbra effect. Then, the accumulated gap size distribution F(A)
can be formed using the calculated gaps and by sorting them in ascending order based on
their size. The random distribution of canopy gaps can be described as follows:

E(A) = <1+Lp - aip)exp [—Lp (1 + w:ﬂ 12)

where F(A) is the faction of the transect occupied by the gap larger than or equal to A. A is
the size of the gaps. wey is the mean width of the element shadows cast on the transect. Lp
is the projected foliage element area.

In a clumped canopy, a measured gap size distribution F,, (A) will deviate from F(A).
The non-randomness of the gaps can also be removed by comparing the difference between
Fu(A) and F(A). A new distribution of gaps denoted by F;-(A) can be formed after the
gap removal, i.e., F;,(A) closest to F(A). In this case, Fy,(0) is the total gap fraction in the
canopy as if the canopy is random, and the clumping index for the clumped canopy can be
calculated as:

_ In[F,(0,0)] 1—Fu(0,0)
~ In[Fur(0,0)] 1—Fy(0,0)

If the normalization factor after the removal of large gaps in Equation (14) is neglected,
the element clumping might be calculated simply as [19]:

Qcc (13)

In[F,(0,0)]

QCMN = W (14)

This simplified equation of CI estimation was named the CMN method.

2.3.4. Theory of the CLX Method

Leblanc et al. developed a CI estimation method that combined the gap size distribu-
tion and the finite-length methods to address the problems of segment length associated
with the finite-length method. In this method, the gap size distribution method is used
to assess the foliage heterogeneity within a larger segment due to the non-homogeneous
canopy in a larger segment. This method is called the CLX method. The clumping index
can then be calculated as follows:

n In [@}
Qcix = =
Y1 ln[Pk(Q)] /QCCk(Q)

(15)

where 7 is the number of segments, P;(0) is the gap fraction of the k-th segment, and
Qcck(0) is the elements” clumping index of the segment k using the CC method.
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2.3.5. Comparation of Different CI Estimating Methods

When comparing various methods for CI estimation, it is found that using different
methods leads to them making an error in CI estimation. To clarify this error and increase
the accuracy of CI measurement, we performed CI measurement experiments at three plots
with different forest types. We measured CI at various segment lengths by using TRAC.
Then CI value was extracted using the Qrx, Qcc, Qcrx, Qp, and Qcyn methods. Then the
results were compared with litter collection method and DHP. The error was calculated
and the effect of the different CI estimating methods, measuring strategy, and forest type
on CI measurement was analyzed.

2.4. Verification and Analysis

The real leaf area index was measured by the litter collection method, and the LAL
was obtained by the LAI-2200. The real CI within the canopy was estimated by the ratio
between the LAl and the LAIL;.. Then, the estimated CI value was extracted using the
Qrx, Oce, Qcrx, Qp, and Qcvn methods with the help of the TRAC, DHP, and LAI-2200,
respectively. Then, the CI estimating results from different forest types, different section
lengths, and different tree densities were evaluated using a normal distribution hypothesis
test. After that, the difference and accuracy of CI estimation values using various methods
with different segment lengths and tree densities in various forest types were compared
using the one-way analysis of variance assay (ANOVA). In addition, the relative error was
used to compare the results using various methods. The relative error is calculated using
the following equation:

Crelative error — (—Qmeth(o)d Qr) x 100% (16)
T
where Qpyethod is the estimated CI using the O x, Qcc, Qcrx, Qp, and Qcvn methods, and
), is the real CI.
Boxplots were used to compare the differences in the results using the LX, CC, CLX,
P, and CMN methods; kernel density analysis was used to represent the plant number
densities of broad-leaved, coniferous, and mixed forests; and contour plots were used to
represent the relationship between the stand density and the CL

3. Results
3.1. Comparison of CI Estimation Results Using Various Methods

We set five transects, 100 m in length, to obtain the gap size distributions of foliage
elements using the TRAC and DHP methods (Figure 3). The segment length was set to
a width of 20 m with the suggestion of TRAC manuals and publications [64]. Then, the
clumping index of the plot was estimated using the methods mentioned above. Moreover,
the estimated CI was compared with the real clumping index (€);) using various methods in
different forest types. These results show that the CI estimation results varied depending on
the method selected (Figure 4). For DHP measurements, the relative errors of CI estimation
using the Q1 x, Qcc, Qcrx, Op, and Ocpn, and O methods were 53.6%, 44%, 28.1%, 45.3%,
and 36.4%, respectively. For TRAC measurements, the relative errors of CI estimation using
the Q1 x, Qcc, Qcrx, Op, and Qcmy, and O methods were 50.2%, 36.2%, 29.8%, 40.4%,
and 31.2%, respectively. CI estimation using the Q)¢ x method exhibited the best accuracy
among the five methods. The relative errors of CI estimation using the Q¢ x method
were 28.1% and 29.8% for the DHP and TRAC measurements, respectively. Moreover, the
accuracy values of CI estimation using the TRAC measurements were better than those of
the DHP measurements, indicating that the TRAC measurements have better robustness
for CI estimation.
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Figure 4. Comparison of CI estimation values using different methods. (Note: the black curve on the
right indicates that the data are normally distributed.)

3.2. Comparison of CI Estimation Results Using Various Methods

We compared the CI estimation results using various methods in different forest types.
These results can be found in Figure 5. For broadleaf forests, CI estimation values using
the Q1 x, Qce, Qcrx, Qp, and Qv methods from TRAC measurements were 0.97 + 0.04,
0.88 £ 0.05, 0.83 £ 0.06, 0.91 £ 0.05, and 0.82 =+ 0.08, respectively. The CI estimation of the
Qrx, Oce, Qcrx, Qp, and Qcvn methods exhibited an overestimating trend with relative
errors of 59.6%, 45.7%, 37%, 51.1%, and 36.4%, respectively. CI estimation values using
the Q1 x, Qcc, Qcrx, Qp, and Qcpmn methods from DHP measurements were 0.98 + 0.03,
0.93 £ 0.04, 0.89 £ 0.05, 0.94 & 0.04, and 0.87 = 0.06, respectively. The relative errors of CI
estimation using the Orx, Qcc, Qcrx, Qp, and Qcyn methods from DHP measurements
were 62.1%, 53.9%, 47.5%, 55.1%, and 44%, respectively.
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Figure 5. A comparison of CI estimation values using various methods in different forest types.
(Note: the black curve on the right indicates that the data are normally distributed.).

For coniferous forests, CI estimation values using the Oy x, Qcc, Qcrx, Qp, and Qcpn
methods from TRAC measurements were 0.92 + 0.09, 0.83 +0.19, 0.8 + 0.1, 0.84 4 0.19, and
0.83 £ 0.1, respectively. The relative errors of CI estimation using the Qpx, Qcc, Qcrx, Qp,
and Qcyn methods were 74.6%, 56.2%, 51.1%, 57.9%, and 56.8%, respectively. CI estimation
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values using the Qrx, Qcc, Qcrx, Op, and Qcyn methods from DHP measurements were
0.95 £+ 0.06, 0.88 £ 0.12, 0.75 £ 0.08, 0.89 £ 0.12, and 0.85 =+ 0.14, respectively. The relative
errors of CI estimation using the Qrx, Qcc, Qcrx, Qp, and Qcvn methods from DHP
measurements were 80%, 66.9%, 41%, 67.3%, and 60.1%. At the same time, CI measurement
values from TRAC and DHP were overestimated compared with the true values.

For mixed forests, CI estimation values using the Q1 x, Qcc, Qcrx, Qp, and Qcmn
methods from TRAC measurements were 0.96 & 0.06, 0.87 & 0.06, 0.83 = 0.06, 0.91 + 0.05,
and 0.83 £ 0.08, respectively. The relative errors of CI estimation using the O x, Qcc, Qcrx,
Qp, and Qcyn methods were 25.9%, 14.8%, 9.3%, 19.7%, and 9%, respectively. CI estimation
values using the Qx, Qcc, Ocrx, Op, and Qcyn methods from DHP measurements were
0.98 £ 0.04, 0.91 £ 0.07, 0.79 £ 0.05, 0.93 £ 0.05, and 0.86 & 0.09, respectively. The relative
errors of CI estimation using the Qrx, Qcc, Qcrx, Qp, and Qcyn methods from DHP
measurements were 28.4%, 20%, 3.6%, 22.1%, and 13.4%, respectively.

A comparison between the CI estimation results using both TRAC and DHP methods
shows that there were no significant differences, even for the same CI estimation methods.
For broadleaf forests, the relative errors of CI estimation using the Qrx, Qcc, Qcrx, Qp,
and Qcpn methods between different pieces of equipment were 1.5%, 5.4%, 7.2%, 2.6%,
and 5.6%, respectively. Moreover, the differences in CI estimation for coniferous forests
were 6.9%, 3%, 6.7%, 5.9%, and 5.5%, respectively. For mixed forests, these values changed
to 4.5%, 2%, 5.2%, 2%, and 3.9%, respectively.

3.3. The Effect of the Segment Length on CI Estimation Using Different Methods

Optical methods were non-destructive and cheaper, but the CI estimation results were
affected by the segment length on the transect [21]. Meanwhile, the segment size in the field
measurements was usually arbitrarily decided, whereas the difference in the choices were
derived from the difference in the CI estimation values [16]. Thus, we compared the CI
estimation result with various segment lengths and discussed the influence of the segment
length on CI estimation.

We estimated CI values with segment lengths of 1 m, 2 m, 4 m, 5m, 10 m, 20 m, 50 m,
and 100 m. CI estimation values using the ()p method at various segment lengths were
0.97 £0.03, 0.97 £ 0.03, 0.96 £ 0.04, 0.93 £ 0.04, 0.99 & 0.04, 0.92 £ 0.03, 0.93 £ 0.03, and
0.85 +£ 0.03, respectively. CI estimation values using the QOcc method at various segment
lengths were 0.98 £ 0.04, 0.98 £ 0.04, 0.98 £ 0.03, 0.95 £ 0.04, 0.99 + 0.02, 0.92 % 0.06,
0.91 &+ 0.03, and 0.84 £ 0.02, respectively. CI estimation values using the (); x method at
various segment lengths were 0.73 £ 0.1, 0.69 £ 0.06, 0.73 = 0.09, 0.79 £ 0.09, 0.90 & 0.01,
0.88 £0.03, 0.93 & 0.04, and 1.0 & 0.01 respectively. CI estimation values using the Qcrx
method at various segment lengths were 0.72 £ 0.01, 0.62 £ 0.03, 0.79 £ 0.02, 0.72 £ 0.05,
0.92 +0.04, 0.81 £ 0.04, 0.85 £ 0.03, and 0.84 £ 0.03, respectively. CI estimation values using
the Qcyn method at various segment lengths were 0.97 £ 0.04, 0.98 £ 0.04, 0.97 £ 0.05,
0.84 £+ 0.04, 1.0 = 0.03, 0.91 £ 0.05, 0.89 £ 0.02, and 0.8 & 0.04, respectively. The figure
shows the estimated CI values with segment lengths of 1 m, 2 m, 4 m, 5 m, 10 m, 20 m,
50 m, and 100 m (Figure 6).

The results show that the CI estimations using the ()1 x and Qcpx methods were more
sensitive to the changes in the segment length compared with other methods. Furthermore,
the ability to estimate the average CI was most stable when the segment length was between
10 and 50 m (the real CI (), = 0.532). CI estimation using the other three methods was less
affected by the segment length compared to the results derived from the () x and Qcrx
methods. This is because other methods do not rely on the random situation of the canopy
within each segment. However, the CLX method can achieve the assumption of a random
canopy in the segment by eliminating large light spots in the segment, indicating that the
CLX method is less sensitive to the segment length compared to the LX method [17,19].
Compared with DHP measurements, there were similar results taken from the TRAC
method. However, compared with DHP measurements, CI estimation values using the
Qcc, Qp, and Qcpn methods from the TRAC method were more stable. This was because
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the three methods had similar principles for CI estimation. Moreover, these methods were
less affected by the segment length. Meanwhile, the estimated CI values using the O x
and Qcpx methods were close to the real clumping index when the segment length was
2 m. However, the CI estimation values became closer and closer to the true value with an
increase in the segment length. This is because the smaller the segment length, the more
random the canopy distribution within the segment. However, if the segment length is
too small, the possibility of a zero gap or a full gap in the segment increases, resulting in
errors in the algorithm processing [48]. In addition, we found the smallest deviation with a
segment length in the range of 10 m-50 m among different methods. The CI estimation
values deviated the most when the segment length was 2 m. Furthermore, similar results
can be found in different forest-type plots. Therefore, the segment length can affect CI
estimation and the segment length should be determined by CI estimation methods.
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Figure 6. A comparison of CI estimation values with various segment lengths using the O x, Qcc,
Qcrx, Qp, and Qv methods.

3.4. The Effect of the Tree Density on CI Estimation

Various tree density values affect the transmission of direct sunlight in canopy environ-
ments and canopy gap distributions [19]. This may also have an impact on CI estimation
using different methods. We calculated the tree density of plots in the broadleaf forest, the
coniferous forest, and the mixed forest. Additionally, the tree density ranged from 0 to
0.08 (tree/m?), 0.08 to 0.16 (tree/m?), 0.16 to 0.24 (tree/m?), and 0.24 to 0.32 (tree/m?).
The figure shows that the distribution of the trees had an obviously spatial heterogeneity
effect in the different plots (Figure 7). This affects the sunlight transmitted to the canopy
and leads to uncertainties in CI estimation when using optical equipment. Therefore, we
compared the results of CI estimation among the scale plots in the different forest types.

We calculated the true clumping index using the litter trap, and then CI estimation
was performed using the five methods mentioned above with TRAC measurements. Next,
the contour lines of CI estimation using various methods were extracted with ARCGIS
software. Finally, the results were overlapped in different tree density mapping studies, as
shown in Figure 7. The results show that the real CI had an obviously spatial heterogeneity
effect among the different plots too, and this feature was related to the spatial distribution
of trees in the plot. The real CI increased when the tree density increased in the plots.
This was because the distribution of the trees becomes random with an increase in the
number of trees in one plot. In contrast, when the number of trees is smaller, the aggregated
distribution becomes more obvious. According to the results shown in Figure 8, the CI
estimation values varied with different methods. The relative error of CI estimation using
the ()1 x method ranged from 41% to 67%. The relative error of CI estimation using the
Qcc method ranged from 31% to 62%. This value changed from 18% to 56% when the
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Qcrx method was used. The relative error of CI estimation using the Qp method ranged
from 41% to 56%. This value changed from 18% to 60% when the Qcpn method was used.
In contrast, the accuracy of CI estimation using the Q)¢ x method was better than that
of other methods. The CI value estimated by the Q¢cpx method was more similar to the
real CI, followed by that of the Oy x, Qcc, Qp, and Qcyn methods. At the same time, the
difference in the spatial distribution of the CI in plot scale was also obvious. Compared
with the results used by other methods, the spatial distribution of CI estimation using the
Qcmn method was richer for describing the spatial heterogeneity of the CI. However, the
accuracy of this method was not as good as the Q)¢ x method.

Broadleaf forest Coniferous forest Mixed forest

Distribution of tree density in sample area(Tree/m?)

O Trees

[ Jo-004 [ 0.04-008 [ 008-0.12 [ 0.12-016 [ o.16-020 [ Jo20-024 [ 0.24-0.28 [N 0.28-0.32
Figure 7. Distribution of the trees and their density in the plots.

Broadleaved forest Coniferous forest

True CI contour lines

C1 estimation contour lines
by LX method

CI estimation contour lines
by CC method

Figure 8. Cont.
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Figure 8. The spatial distribution of CI estimation using different methods in the plot (note: the
contour lines show the CI estimation using various methods).

4. Discussion

As a parameter used to describe the distribution of canopy foliage elements, the
clumping index (CI) is a measurement of the clumping or random distribution of canopy
environments in space, and it is very important to determine the radiation transfer of the
canopy, the photosynthesis of the foliage, and the hydrological processes. At the moment,
there are many methods used to obtain the CI, such as commercial optical instruments
or satellite data [18]. The DHP, LAI-2200, and TRAC methods have frequently been used
to estimate the CI during field measurements [16,17,21]. However, CI estimation varies
depending on the estimation method and the accuracy of the different methods is still
unverified. Meanwhile, the choice of a specific method varies depending on the vegetation
type and field conditions [12]. Therefore, we compared the CI estimation values with the
CI value (calculated by the litter collection method) using the LX, CC, CLX, P, and CMN
methods. The advantages and disadvantages of different methods were compared and the
influence factors were analyzed.

4.1. Differences in CI Estimation Methods

In this study, the accuracy values of CI estimation using the LX, CC, CLX, P, and
CMN methods were compared. The results show different CI estimation methods lead to
huge differences in the estimation results. Zou et al. conducted a comparative study of CI
estimation on three algorithms, namely, the gap size distribution method, the finite-length
average method, and the segregation coefficient method [17]. The results showed that
there were great differences among the three algorithms, and that the gap size distribution
method and the segregation coefficient method were the most stable. However, the results
of the segregation coefficient method were seriously low compared with the other two
methods. Similar results can also be found in this study. We compared the accuracy of
CI estimation using the LX, CC, CLX, P, and CMN methods. The results indicate that CI
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estimation using the Qcpx method exhibited better results compared to the other methods.
Similar results can also be found in previous research [21-23]. Chen mentioned that the
CI calculated by the CC method was different from that of the P method [22,23]. Chu
et al. compared the CI estimation values using the finite-length average method, the gap
size distribution method, and the path length distribution method. The results indicate
an overestimating trend for the LX method in the low clumping area or during the low
clumping growth period. This was because this method can fail when there is no gap in
the finite length. Instead, in the high clumping area or during the high clumping growth
period, the gap size distribution method will underestimate the clumping effect [58].

In addition, we found that the accuracy values of CI estimation using TRAC mea-
surements were different from those for DHP measurements. This was because the DHP
method offered a directional sampling of canopy gaps and because the accuracy of CI
estimation from the DHP method was dependent on the subjective classification procedure
of plant pixels and gaps [8]. However, the TRAC method calculated the canopy gap size
distribution using transmitted sunlight recordings along a transect. These results are influ-
enced by a solar zenith angle, a limited field-of-view light beam, a gap threshold, and a gap
removal procedure [16,22,23].

4.2. Effecting Factors of the CI Estimation Method

Indirect optical methods for CI estimation were non-destructive and cost-effective, but
these common instruments such as DHP, LAI-2200, and TRAC were subject to the influence
of segment selection. In this study, we estimated the CI with segment lengths of 1 m, 2 m,
4m,5m, 10 m, 20 m, 50 m, and 100 m, and compared the CI estimation results with various
segment lengths. The results indicate that the ()1 x and Q¢ x methods were more sensitive
to the changes in the segment length compared with other methods. This result was similar
to previous research findings. Pisek et al. concluded that both the LX and CLX methods
were highly sensitive to segment length compared to the actual measurements of DHP and
TRAC, and the CI estimation error when using the DHP and TRAC methods decreased
with a decrease in the segment length [19]. Woodgate found that the LX method was more
sensitive to segment length than the CC or CLX methods, among others [49]. In addition,
we found that the accuracy of CI estimation decreased with a decrease in the segment
length. Gonsamo et al. measured the canopy gap with DHP and CI estimation using the LX
method. The results indicate that the CI estimation values decreased with a decrease in the
segment size from 15° to 2.5° [65]. This was because the random assumption for low plants
was not true and because it was not feasible to measure the small segment size with the high
probability of obtaining a zero-gap fraction. To solve the problem, some scholars proposed
to add sky pixels into the fragment [25,66]. Gonsamo et al. improved the LX method by
merging the gap-free part with the adjacent gap-filled part, but this improvement affected
the choice of optimal segment length and thus impacted CI estimation [65].

The various tree densities affect the transmission of direct sunlight and gap distribu-
tions in canopy environments [19]. Therefore, this may have an impact on CI estimation
when different methods are used. In this study, we calculated CI estimation values using
different methods and compared the results among various tree densities in the broadleaf
forest, the coniferous forest, and the mixed forest. The results indicate that the clumping
index had significant spatial heterogeneity. The estimation results in different forest types
also varied. Some research results have indicated that different stand types have different
CI estimation values when different methods are used [17,19,67]. Craig Macfarlane et al.
found that the CLX method had significant advantages over the CC method in a jarrah
forest in Australia [68]. Woodgate found that the CLX method provided better CI estimation
values than the CC and LX methods in eucalyptus forests [49]. Pisek et al. found that the
CLX method performed better compared to the CC, LX, and CMN methods in Scots pine
forests [19]. Similar results can also be found in this study. In general, the CLX method is
better than the other methods used in this study. This is because the CLX method can not
only eliminate the problem of the non-randomness in the canopy inside the segment, but
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can also normalize the whole line, resulting in more obvious random effects at the transect
level [19]. In addition, the Qcpn method can effectively describe the spatial distribution
of the CI. Moreover, it can reflect the change characteristics of the clumping index with
various tree densities. Therefore, in field measurements, the CI estimation method should
be decided after considering the light conditions, the solar zenith, the segment length or
size, and the stand types [69,70].

5. Conclusions

In this study, we set three 100 x 100 m plots of different forest types and estimated the
clumping index using the measurements from TRAC, LAI-2200, DHP, and litter collection
methods. Then, the results of CI estimation at various segment lengths using the LX, CC,
CLX, P, and CMN methods were compared. The results indicate the following;:

(1) The segment length has a significant effect on CI estimation with various methods. The
CI estimation accuracy values of the LX and CLX methods increase with a decrease in
segment lengths. The CI estimation results using the CC, P, LX, and CLX methods are
the most similar under the segment lengths in the range of 10 m to 50 m. Moreover,
CI estimation using the CLX method is most effective at a segment length of 2 m.

(2) The CI has an obviously spatial heterogeneity effect in the different plots. Compared
with the true CI, there is significant difference in CI estimation when using various
methods. Moreover, the spatial distribution of the CI, estimated using the Qcyn
method, is more useful when describing the spatial heterogeneity patterns of the CL
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