MSc ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE
MASTER THESIS

Taxonomy-Informed Classification of Tree
Species Using Multimodal Remote Sensing Data

Or How to Recognise Different Types of Trees From Quite a Long Way Away

by
JuLio Smibi
11307943

2026/01/05 - 2026/06/19
36 ECTS

Supervisor: MSc Erik Buis
University Supervisor: Dr ARNOUD VISSER

Examiner: Dr PAscAL METTES

% UNIVERSITEIT VAN AMSTERDAM
“® Instituut voor Informatica



Taxonomy-Informed Classification of Tree Species Using Multimodal Remote Sensing Data

This work by Jurio Smipi is licensed under CC-BY-NC.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0 P

OFOICT -

This license requires that reusers give credit to the creator. It allows reusers to distribute, remix, adapt, and
build upon the material in any medium or format, for noncommercial purposes only.



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

Abstract

Current studies on classifying individual tree species using remote sensing data have
mostly been conducted on a small, relatively uniform selection of trees and tree
species. To investigate whether such an implementation is possible on a larger scale,
a model was trained and evaluated on a dataset containing over 900 different tree
species across the country of the Netherlands. Labelled data was collected from mul-
tiple Dutch municipalities, and open-source aerial imagery and LiDAR height maps
were used to extract individual trees. By combining data from multiple modalities,
the proposed method can learn from both spectral and structural features that are
distinctive for species and reaches an accuracy of 80% and balanced accuracy of 32%
across all included municipalities. Furthermore, we test multiple methods of integrat-
ing taxonomic information during training, and at inference an option to gracefully
coarsen the predictions to a higher-level label in the taxonomy is added based on the
prediction confidence, which improved classification accuracy to 95% and balanced
accuracy to 51%. Lastly, we apply logit adjustment to correct for the effects of dataset
imbalance. Results are evaluated both quantitatively and qualitatively at multiple lev-
els of the taxonomy, and generalisation to out-of-distribution data was tested as well.
While the current method successfully improves performance on a country-wide ba-
sis by using multimodal data, it does not entirely solve the dataset imbalance issue,
and the results of integrating taxonomic information are mixed. Other implications
and possible further research directions are discussed at the end.




CONTENTS

Contents
List of Figures
List of Tables
1 Introduction
1.1 Relevance. . . . . . . . L
1.2 Background . . .. ...
1.2.1  Remote Sensing for Tree Species Classification . . ... ... ... ... ... ....
1.2.2  Fusion of Imaging Modalities . . . . . .. ... ... ... ... ...
1.3 Context of Current Investigation . . . . . . . ... ... . ... L o
1.4 Research Objectives . . . . . . . . . . . . . . e
2 Related work
2.1 Applications of Artificial Intelligence for Tree Species Classification . . . . . ... ... ...
2.2 Conventional Machine Learning Approaches . . . . . .. ... ... ... ... ........
2.3 Deep Learning Approaches . . . . . . . . . . ..
2.3.1 Deep Learning for Spectral Data . . . . . .. .. ... ... .
2.3.2  Deep Learning for Structural Data . . . . . ... .. ... ... ... ... . ...
2.3.3  Deep Learning Fusion of Spectral and Structural Data . . . . . ... ... ... ...
24 Taxonomy-Based Classification . . . .. ... .. ... ... .. .. .. ... . . ...
2.5 Learning Long-Tailed Distributions . . . . ... ... ... ... .. ... . ... ..
3 Methods
3.1 Data. . . ...
3.1.1  Boombasis . . . ...
3.1.2 LiDARData . . . . . .. e
3.1.3  Aerial Imagery . . . . . . . .
314 TaxonomicData . . ... ... ... ... ... ..
3.2 DataPreprocessing . . . . . . . . ... e e
3.3 Model Architecture . . . . . . ...
331 Encoders. . . . . ..
3.3.2  Projection and ClassificationHeads . . . . . . . .. ... .. ... ... ........
3.3.3  Fusion Strategies . . . . . . . . . . ..
3.3.4  Auxiliary Supervisionand Warm-up . . . . .. ... oL
3.4 Learning Objectives . . . . . . . . . . . e
34.1 LossFunctions . . . .. .. ... ... ..o
3.5 Taxonomy-Aware Learning and Inference . . . . . . . ... ... ... ... ..
3.5.1  Multi-Level Auxiliary Classifier . . . . . ... ... ... ... ... ... .. .....
3.5.2 Taxonomic Label Smoothing . . . . . . . ... ... . o o
3.5.3 Taxonomy Lineage Embeddings . . . . . . .. ... ... ... ... L.
3.5.4 Graceful Coarsening at Inference . . . . . .. ... ... ... ... ... . ... ..
3.6 Optimisation, Scheduling and Constraints . . . . . . ... ... ... ... ... ......
3.7 Hardware and Software . . . . . . . . ...

e
<

<

[ 5 B S & I T )

O 00NN

—_
o

ii



CONTENTS

3.8 Performance Metrics . . . . . . . .. 21

4 Experiments and Results 23
4.1 Comparison with Past Results . . . . . .. ... ... . 23

4.2 Comparison of Architectural Backbones . . . . .. ... ... ... ... 24

43 Uni- and Multimodal Classification . . . . . . ... ... ... .. ... .. ... ... 24

44 Comparison of Fusion Methods . . . . . . ... ... .. . . ... 25

4.5 Inclusion of Taxonomic Information . . . . . . .. ... ... .. L o Lo 25
4.5.1 Graceful Coarsening Using the Taxonomy . . . . . . ... ... ... ......... 26

45.2 Performance per Taxonomic Level . . . ... ... ... ... ... ... .. ..... 27

4.6 Imbalance Mitigation . . . . . . . . ... 27
4.6.1 Logit Adjustment . . . . . . ... 27

4.6.2 Frequency-Floor Sensitivity . . . . . ... ... .. ... .. Lo L L 27

4.7 Out-of-Distribution Generalisation . . . . . .. ... ... .. ... ... ... ... .. ... 28

4.8 Qualitative Analysisof Results . . . . . . . ... .. L 29

5 Discussion 32
5.1 Research Objectives . . . . . . . . . . . . 32

5.2 Limitations and Future Research . . . . . . ... ... ... ... o . 34

6 Conclusion 35
Bibliography 36
A Example Tree Point Clouds 44
B Example Winter Aerial Image Cutouts 45
C Example Summer Aerial Image Cutouts 47
D Unimodal Architecture Diagrams 49
E Additional Fusion Architecture Diagrams 50
F Taxonomy of Tree Species 51
G Per Municipality Metrics 52
H Per Species Metrics 53
I Accuracy and Loss Curves 54
Taxonomy Hyperparameter Sweeps 55

K AHN Data Collection Areas 56

ii



List of Figures

1.1

1.2

1.3

3.1
3.2
3.3
34
35

4.1
4.2
4.3
4.4

Al

B.1
B.2

Ci1
C.2

D.1
D.2

E.1
E.2

F.1

L1

List of Figures

An example of a multispectral aerial image, consisting of the RGB bands, collected from the
PDOK winter aerial imagery [65]. . . . . . . . . . . . .
An example of a multispectral aerial image, consisting of the false colour infrared bands,
collected from the PDOK winter aerial imagery [64]. . . ... ... ... ... ... .....
An example view of ALS LiDAR point cloud data, collected from AHNG6 [78]. . . . . . . . ..

A visual overview of the municipalities from which the labelled data is obtained. . . . . . . .
Example LiDAR point cloud of atree. . . . . . ... ... ... ... .. L ..
Example aerial images of atree. . . . . . . . . . . ... ..
Frequency counts per species, scaled logarithmically. . . . ... ... ... ... .......
Diagram of fusion model — concatenation variant. . . . . . .. ... ... ... ...

Effects of gracefully coarsening prediction labels to higher taxonomic levels. . . . . . . . ..
Predictions on the Vondelpark in Amsterdam. . . . ... ... ... ... ...........
Predictions on the Amsterdam canal belt. . . . . . .. .. ... ... ... 0oL,
Visual examples of erroneously sampled tree aerial image and pointcloud. . . . . ... ...

Example LiDAR point clouds of different tree species. . . . . . . ... ... ... ... ....

Example RGB aerial images taken during winter of different tree species. . . . . . ... ...
Example false colour infrared aerial images taken during winter of different tree species. . .

Example RGB aerial images taken during summer of different tree species. . . . . ... ...
Example false colour infrared aerial images taken during summer of different tree species.

Diagram of aerial-onlymodel. . . . . . . ... ... L
Diagram of points-onlymodel. . . . . . . ... . L Lo

Diagram of fusion model — contrastive variant. . . . ... ... ... ... ... ...
Diagram of fusion model — spatial cross-attention variant. . . . . ... ... ... ... ...

Distribution of taxonomic classes. . . . . . . . . ...

Training and validation accuracy, balanced accuracy and loss curves. . . . . . ... ... ..

12
13
14
15
16

26
29
30
31

44

45
46

47
48

iv



List of Tables

3.1

4.1
4.2
4.3
4.4
4.5
4.6
4.7
4.8
4.9

G.1

H.1

J.1

List of Tables

Example lineages based on EPPO codes of two tree species. . . . . . . ... ... ... .... 15
Comparison of aerial image and point cloud encoder backbones. . . . . ... ... ... ... 24
Uni- and multimodal model performance comparison. . . . . . . ... ... ... ... .... 25
Performance comparison between different feature fusion methods. . . . . . . ... ... .. 25
Impact of taxonomic additions to model training. . . . . . ... ... ... L0 25
Performance across all levels of the taxonomy. . . . . .. ... ... ... ... ........ 27
Effect of post-hoc logit adjustment. . . . . ... ... .. L L 28
Sensitivity of the dataset to the species frequency floor value. . . . ... ... ... ..... 28
Results on out-of-distribution municipalities testing of the trained model. . . . . . . . . . .. 28
Results on 100 out-of-distribution species testing of the trained model. . . . . ... ... .. 29
Statistics and performance metrics per municipality. . . . . . . ... ..o L. 52
Performance per Species. . . . . . . ... 53
Swept hyperparameter values for the taxonomic functions. . . . . . .. ... ... ... ... 55




CHAPTER 1

Introduction

1.1 Relevance

Accurate and recent spatial information on the diversity of tree species is of great use for ecosystem man-
agement and conservationism, both in rural and urban areas. Trees in urban regions have been shown to
be important for the environment and health for many reasons. In and near cities, trees can reduce heating
by providing shade and transpirational cooling [70, 55, 1]. This is also beneficial for energy usage, as less
energy is needed to cool buildings and they can absorb greenhouse gas emissions and reduce noise from
nearby industry [55]. In cities and other regions with high flooding risk, trees can reduce water runoff and
mitigate flooding damage [7]. Trees also provide living and breeding space for many birds and insects in
places where their natural habitat is dwindling [66]. Furthermore, there is evidence that trees are able to
capture pollutants [6, 25]. Trees and natural scenery have also been shown to have positive effects on both
mental and physical health of people [63, 88, 36, 45].

The effects that trees have on the environment and their chances of survival can however differ between
species of trees. Different species have differing nutrient and water needs [73, 23], and tolerance levels to
natural phenomena such as droughts and heavy rainfall vary between species [23]. Differences between
species regarding carbon and nitrogen uptake and storage in the soil have also been found [83, 84, 26, 41].
How well trees manage air quality [5] and can mitigate flood damage also depends on the species. Being
able to accurately identify species is therefore of high importance for urban planning and parks, as well as to
monitor vegetation biodiversity. Having accurate species information can be used as feedback for planting
locations and types, for monitoring invasive species, as well as to know which interventions worked and
which have not, especially over longer periods of time.

1.2 Background

1.2.1 Remote Sensing for Tree Species Classification

Ecosystem monitoring can be done at multiple scales. Traditionally, this was only done through in situ
observations which, although often very precise, are costly both in time and labor and can only have limited
spatial coverage. Since the start of the 20" century attempts have been made to monitor the earth’s surface
from the sky with the use of cameras attached to planes. Over the last decades, remote sensing has evolved to
sophisticated imaging modalities that are used on planes and satellites and unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs),
which can be used to collect data more frequently, and over much larger areas. As a consequence, availability
of data on the status of ecosystems has grown tremendously. For this reason, artificial intelligence (Al) is
now commonly used to analyse remote sensing data, as the vast amount of data required to train machine
learning (ML) and deep learning (DL) algorithms are more readily available.
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Figure 1.1: An example of a multispectral aerial image, consisting of the RGB bands, collected from the PDOK
winter aerial imagery [65].

Passive imaging

Passive sensors capture radiation that is reflected back from the objects on Earth’s surface, similar to how
a commercial camera would work. Whereas commercial cameras will generally only capture the range of
radiation bands that are in the visible light spectrum, remote sensing sensors often capture light both in-
and outside of the visible range, such as infrared light. Within passive imaging sources, a distinction is made
between multispectral and hyperspectral imaging: multispectral imaging sensors only capture light at a few
discrete bands of light, whereas hyperspectral imaging sensors capture a range of much narrower bands that
approximate a continuous spectrum, thus providing a much more detailed view of the spectral composition
of objects.

Trees and other vegetation reflect light in many spectral bands invisible to humans [92], which is why NIR
and higher spectral bands are often used to analyse vegetation. Chlorophyll, for example, a green pigment
present in plants, strongly reflects NIR light. Different species of trees can also show differences in spectral
signatures, which can be used to distinguish between them [40]. Including infrared information in our aerial
images can therefore provide us with additional information that visible light alone can not give. An example
of aerial images from which the data will be collected are shown in Figure 1.1 and 1.2 for the RGB and NIR
images respectively.

Active imaging

Active sensors, such as radar or LIDAR emit an energy signal (e.g. light), that when reflected is captured again
and provides information on the physical structures by tracking among other things the intensity of the re-
flected signal and the number of times the signal has reflected against something. LiDAR point cloud data
is obtained by emitting laser pulses against objects and then capturing the signal that is scattered back, that
enables us to create a structural point cloud of objects that contain depth information. LiDAR obtained point
clouds are often used in remote sensing for vegetation, as they can provide structural information where pas-
sive imaging alone is unable to. LIDAR information is most often either collected from terrestrial level scans
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Figure 1.2: An example of a multispectral aerial image, consisting of the false colour infrared bands, collected
from the PDOK winter aerial imagery [64].

(TLS), e.g. by backpack scanners or scanners mounted on cars, or from aerial level scans (ALS), e.g. mounted
on planes, or on UAVs. An example of ALS collected LiDAR data can be seen in Figure 1.3. TLS LiDAR data is,
compared to ALS obtained data, often of higher density and can be collected from different viewing angles,
but is often less readily available as data acquisition is much more time- and labour-consuming.

1.2.2 Fusion of Imaging Modalities

A combination of LiDAR and multispectral data is consistently found to improve performance over using
either modality alone both for segmentation [35] and classification [27, 2, 17]. When combining data of
different modalities, such as multispectral aerial images and LiDAR point clouds, it matters at what point in
the analytical process the data is combined. Roughly speaking, data can be fused at one of three moments
[3]. Fusion can be done prior to any model training (early fusion), meaning that the different data modalities
are overlaid such that they form a single mode of data. In the case of aerial images and point cloud data,
one of such approaches would be to colour the points in the point cloud according to the colour values in
the aerial images, essentially “colouring-in” the points. Data modalities can also be fused after training (late
fusion). This usually entails combining the output features or classifications of separate model modules, each
trained on a separate modality, by aggregating the resulting weights and then passing the aggregate through
a regression or MLP classifier to obtain a prediction based on both modalities.

Early fusion has as an advantage that it allows for learning of interactions between the data modalities
(maybe two species can only be separated based on both branch structure and leaf colour), but can be com-
putationally more expensive, and might also introduce unwanted noise (e.g. because the point cloud density
and aerial image resolution do not match). On the other hand, with late fusion, one can more easily determine
the impact of each added modality (the trained point cloud and aerial image modules can be used to infer
separately), however, there can be little interaction between the spectral and structural features as these are
represented in disjoint latent spaces. A third option is middle fusion [85, 95, 76], where interaction is possible
not on the level of raw data, but between learned features. Examples of these methods include implementing
cross-attention modules that work on unpooled features, or a contrastive loss can be included to allow data




1.3. CONTEXT OF CURRENT INVESTIGATION

Figure 1.3: An example view of ALS LiDAR point cloud data, collected from AHNG6 [78].

of different modalities to be projected into the same latent space. While this is usually computationally more
expensive, this allows for interactions of qualities of the data from different modalities to be learned, (e.g.
a combination of a certain shade of green leaves and a certain branch structure can be typical for a single
species), that would not be learned if data is fused only at classification level.

1.3 Context of Current Investigation

The current project is commissioned by, and done in collaboration with NEO, a Dutch company focusing
on earth observation applications for infrastructure, agriculture and sustainability. As of writing, accurate
tree species classification over a large amount of classes is still an open problem. Currently, NEO curates a
tree database containing information on more than 125 million trees in the Netherlands. This information
is valuable to many municipalities, as they often do not have the resources to create and maintain their
own tree catalogues. These municipalities have expressed a need for accurate identification of tree species,
which is currently only available through manual annotations in some municipalities. Being able to provide
nation-wide up-to-date information on tree species would therefore be highly useful for many instances in
the Netherlands, and is potentially useful on a global scale as well. NEO currently has an existing tree species
classification model [74], but it suffers from class imbalance and accuracy is relatively low for fine-grained
species classification.

The current implementation of NEO is based solely on point cloud cut-outs of individual trees. A lot of
noise can be present in a single tree point cloud sample: there can be differences in terrain, scanning angles,
or flight height [101]. The planting context of a tree, in what geographical area and climate it is planted,
can lead to visible intraspecies differences, introducing extra difficulties when trying to classify trees within
a species [16, 75]. To reduce the impact of these sources of noise, we propose to include aerial images of
trees to the learning pipeline, which add spectral information to the individual tree cut-outs and can provide
planting context, assuming some of the area surrounding the tree is included in the images.

Past efforts in classifying tree species with remote sensing have shown positive results, however, the
observed areas are usually small and often include a relatively small number of tree species. To the best of
our knowledge, no remote sensing-based method that is publicly available exists as of yet that can accurately
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classify a similarly large multitude of tree species on a country-wide basis.

1.4 Research Objectives

Following the above problem statement, the main research objective for the current thesis will be to improve
the existing tree species classification model of NEO. To accomplish this, we have proposed the following
subquestions:

« Can we scale the performance of the model to be able to classify more species over a larger area com-
pared to the current method?

» Does combining structural information with spectral information (by fusing point cloud data with
multispectral aerial images) improve model performance?

— Will data fusion using cross-modality feature interaction be more effective than straight feature
concatenation?

« Can we improve classification on the tail section of the species distribution?

+ Can we use taxonomic information to improve the classifier performance further, especially for the
rare cases?

- Will it be able to classify among multiple levels of the taxonomy (e.g. based on confidence)?

— Can errors in classifying rare species be mitigated by using information from their more common
siblings?

The remainder of this thesis is organised as follows: Chapter 2 reviews related work in tree species
classification using remote sensing data and deep learning. Chapter 3 describes the dataset and methods
used for the experiments in the current work. Chapter 4 contains the experiments and their results. In
Chapter 5, the results and implications are discussed, and Chapter 6 concludes the thesis.




CHAPTER 2

Related work

2.1 Applications of Artificial Intelligence for Tree Species Classifi-
cation

Machine learning has become a common and useful tool to analyse remote sensing data. The rapid growth of
available remote sensing data has allowed data-hungry machine and deep learning methods to be applied to
automate a broad number of observation tasks, such as object detection and classification, scene segmentation
and vegetation monitoring. As the objective of the current investigation is to solve a classification problem,
we will focus primarily on reviewing other classification research in the field of remote sensing for tree
species. In this chapter we will give an overview of Al applications for tree species classification by remote
sensing. We consider the usage of both passive and active imaging sources, as well as research on combining
multiple imaging modalities.

2.2 Conventional Machine Learning Approaches

The first applications of ML on tree species classification (and remote sensing in general) consisted of con-
ventional ML methods based on explicitly created features. Often used examples are support vector ma-
chines (SVMs) and linear discriminant analysis (LDA) and ensemble methods such as Random Forest (RF) or
Gradient Boosting (e.g. XGBoost) algorithms [40]. These methods require relatively few resources and are
generally more interpretable than modern DL approaches. However, they do require hand-crafted features,
of which extensive examples can be found in the existing literature both for structural LiDAR features [80],
and spectral aerial images [96] and for a combination of both [40, 20].

Having to manually select features limits the ability of feature-based ML methods to leverage information
that is not explicitly fed to the models. These features also often have to be selected by human experts, which
can be labour-intensive and difficult. Generalising to other domains is therefore usually not possible for
these methods, and although RF classifiers and SVMs remain commonly used in tree species classification,
in recent years their popularity shifted in favour of more powerful DL approaches such as convolutional
neural networks (CNNs), vision transformers (ViTs) and foundation models (FMs), as these allow for better
generalisation towards other unseen features through fine-tuning on new data.

2.3 Deep Learning Approaches

2.3.1 Deep Learning for Spectral Data

The use of deep neural networks (DNNs) has eliminated the need for hand-crafting features, as these net-
works can learn to extract useful features through many learning iterations. This allows DNNs to learn many
interactions in the data that we are unable to recognise ourselves. Early applications of DNNs on classifying
tree species made use of CNNs that are able to learn information on crown shape, texture and colour through
hierarchical local spatial receptive fields automatically. Although many CNNs, like ResNets [33], have his-
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torically performed well in classification tasks, they struggle to capture global structures due to locality of
their receptive fields.

ViTs [22] use self-attention mechanisms that do enable them to capture global structures. In the context
of tree species classification, this allows these networks to more easily distinguish between trees that appear
similar in local structures (such as leaf textures), but differ globally (e.g. having a different crown structure).

The self-attention mechanism present in Transformers, has in the recent years allowed for the develop-
ment of FMs, models that are pretrained on enormous amounts of data in a self-supervised fashion, often
on multiple modalities of data. One recent example is Seasonal Contrast [54] which provides a pipeline pre-
trained on remote sensing data, that was more effective for transfer learning for remote sensing purposes
compared to models trained on ImageNet. Through contrastive learning, it is also able to pair images of
the same location in different seasons. Clay [18] is another recent open-source foundation model trained on
remote sensing data, that can be used to monitor many aspects on the surface of the Earth.

2.3.2 Deep Learning for Structural Data

In contrast to spectral (image) data, it is not possible to feed raw, unstructured point clouds to conventional
computer vision models such as CNNs and ViTs, as these models expect regularly structured two- or three-
dimensional input data. Several methods have been developed to use point cloud data for training, which we
will discuss in this section.

Voxelisation methods

Early attempts to process point clouds consisted of rasterising the data into 3D grids, where a voxel is one
such grid unit (analogous to a 2D pixel). Voxelisation allows models to learn information on the 3D structure
of the point clouds. There are however, a few non-trivial problems with voxelising trees (and 3D structures
in general). First, tree point clouds contain a lot of empty space, as the canopy is much denser than the area
around the base of a tree stem. By voxelisation, information on the point density per region is also lost, as
for example stems with high point density and more sparse edges of a canopy will have the same voxel size
afterwards. On top of this, time complexity of 3D convolutions is in O(n?) and the increase in performance
over multiple 2D convolutions is often marginal at best. For these reasons, voxelisation models will not be
considered in the current research.

Point cloud projection

As a faster alternative to using 3D convolutions, some authors propose to project the point clouds to a 2D
plane, such that 2D convolutions can be applied. This approach benefits from the fact that many computing
architectures are highly optimised towards 2D convolutions training and it greatly reduces the time com-
plexity to O(n?). However, a major disadvantage of using projected images, is that a lot of structural and
all depth information of the point cloud is lost. To counteract the loss of depth information, some authors
propose using a multi-view CNN (MVCNN), in which multiple viewing angles of the same object are input
to a CNN.

The current best performing tree species classifier of NEO uses a MVCNN architecture trained on 64 side-
views of orthogonally projected individual tree point clouds [74]. This model will be used as a comparative
baseline to our implementations.
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Native point cloud methods

By projecting or voxelising point clouds, relationships between individual points are not kept. The PointNet
[67] architecture was created to work directly on the unordered set of point thus avoiding to need to map
the points to a grid. Since its inception, many other methods have been developed to natively work on
point cloud data without having to transform it. A notable example is PointNet++ [68], which enables the
learning of local features using iterative farthest point sampling (FPS), which creates receptive field coverage
analogous to CNNs. PointNet++ was found to be able to successfully classify individual tree species from
ALS LiDAR data [438].

PointNet++ however does require more training and inference time compared to CNNs and did not per-
form better than the MVCNN for the tree registry of NEO [74]. Other native point cloud methods, such
as PointConv [90] and Dynamic Graph CNN (DGCNN) [87] have shown improvement over PointNet++ in
classifying individual tree species [44]. Recently, other lighter and faster point networks have also been pub-
lished (e.g. LitePT [97], PointViG [104]), as well as versions using Transformer backbones (Point Transformer
[102], Point Transformer v3 [91], including versions trained on ALS LiDAR tree point clouds (PCTreeS [46]).
The reduction in computational demands and/or performance increase of these architectures validate their
potential as alternatives to the currently used MVCNN.

Another development in this regard is the recently developed Erwin architecture [103]. Erwin makes use
of ball tree partitioning, to allow for linear-time attention over unstructured point clouds. These ball trees
are thereafter iteratively coarsened and refined, to increase the receptive field of the network, so it can learn
both local and global features. It has shown a decrease in runtime over Point Transformer v3 and PointNet++,
while retaining the expressivity of self-attention mechanisms. Because of these advantages, we will include
an Erwin-based method when comparing model architectures.

A significant part of the success of native point cloud methods in classifying tree species is dependent
on the point cloud density [15]. While aerial level scans can be collected more easily on a larger scale, it is
less dense than terrestial level scans. It also suffers more from occlusion problems and larger variations in
density, due to sometimes being unable to penetrate dense canopies [30, 98].

2.3.3 Deep Learning Fusion of Spectral and Structural Data

An example of an early fusion method is found in Reisi et al. [71], where features extracted from point
clouds are combined with aerial image patches of concatenated RGB and near-infrared (NIR) bands as input
to multiple neural networks. Another approach, Silvi-Net [10], instead makes use of a dual CNN setup, where
one CNN is trained on 2D projections of individual tree point clouds, and the other on cropped out aerial
images of these same trees. The resulting pairs of feature vectors are then fed through a single multilayer
perceptron (MLP) classifier, to learn from both modalities. TSCMDL [47] uses a similar approach as Silvi-
Net, but instead does not project the point clouds, but uses native point cloud methods. A downside of the
previous methods, is that they only use concatenation of the data modalities after feature extraction. This
means that interactions between data modalities are harder to learn, and that each modality is weighed as
equally important, while for some species one of the modalities might be much more distinctive.

MMTSCNet [81] combines multiple modalities of just tree point clouds, namely the resampled point cloud,
frontal and top-down depth image projections and numerical features extracted from the point clouds, by
concatenating and weighting them prior to passing them through a classification head. By using dynamic
weighting between the different modalities, the model is able to learn when to choose which modality to
value more for the classification task at hand.

Allowing for more integration between data modalities, cross-attention modules have become more pop-
ular. Ge et al. [29] Mohla et al. [57] and Zhang et al. [99] implement a cross-attention-based convolutional
fusion network for pixel-wise land cover classification of hyperspectral and LiDAR data. These groups of
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authors make use of cross-attention to leverage global dependencies within the data, and allow the differ-
ent data modalities to enhance features from each other. However, these methods are all geared towards
land cover classification rather than individual tree species classification, and use hyperspectral instead of
multispectral imagery, the latter of which we will use.

Our approach will consist of using both cut-out tree patches from the aerial imagery, and for the point
clouds we will use native point cloud methods to keep the structure and non-Euclidean nature of the data.
A limitation of using concatenation-based fusion, is that both modalities are weighted equally, and there is
no room for cross-modal interaction, as the features remain in disjoint latent spaces. To address this, we
implement a cross-attention fusion module that lets spectral and structural features interact directly, and we
compare it against plain feature concatenation as a baseline. In addition, we apply a contrastive loss that
projects the two modalities into a shared latent space, providing a further means of cross-modal interaction
during training. The details of these implementations will be described in Section 3.3.3.

2.4 Taxonomy-Based Classification

Tree species do not exist in isolation, but rather are ordered hierarchically in a taxonomy. The purpose
of a taxonomy is to categorise similar species in close categories, where children in a parent taxon often
share characteristics. These taxa are ordered along the following levels, from high to low in the taxonomic
tree: kingdom, phylum, class, category, order, family, subfamily, genus and species; class and subfamily are
optional levels. All trees fall under the kingdom of plants (Plantae), and start separating from the phylum
level. Species within the same genus tend to be visually similar to each other, a phenomenon described by
the phylogenetic signal [59], including for tree species [9] and this similarity decreases monotonically up
the taxonomy [14]. Taxonomic structure can therefore be exploited in three broad ways: by shaping the
architecture of the model (separate heads or conditional paths for each level), by shaping the loss (penalising
distant mistakes more than close ones), or by shaping inference (coarsening predictions when species-level
confidence is low).

Use in model architecture

One recent proposal on the architectural side is BioCLIP [77], which is a CLIP based foundation model that
has learned to match images of biological species to their taxon, including the earlier taxa in the hierarchy,
such that the model learns more fine-grained hierarchical representations. Another foundation model based
on hierarchical plant taxonomy is HiTree [38] which makes use of a cascading multi-level classifier to clas-
sify trees based on hyperspectral imagery by transferring information across taxonomy levels, allowing it to
refine predictions from coarse to fine categories. Switcher-HNet [50] contains a switcher module for needle-
leaf and broadleaf classifiers that can switch between these foliage types when one of these two classifiers
predicts a higher likelihood for the other foliage type. A separate classifier head then predicts the species
within that foliage type. This approach is similar to multi-head classification approaches, where separate
classification heads are trained for predicting on family, genus and species level [37]. Some other approaches
include using a coarse-to-fine classification approach, where coarse and fine label classifiers can interchange
learned information [51, 13].

Use for loss and inference

A different approach to use taxonomic information for classification is used by Park and Kwon [62]. Instead
of improving the distance of the mistake made, the authors apply a graceful coarsening based on a prediction
certainty threshold. If the classifier is too unsure about its prediction on the species level, it instead makes a
prediction on a higher level of the taxonomy, until the threshold is surpassed, or the top of the taxonomy is
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reached. In conjunction, they use a taxonomy graph with learnable embeddings using GraphSAGE [32] and
a multi-level loss to improve taxonomic coherency and to create better separating margins for the different
taxa. Rather than modifying the loss to penalise distant mistakes, an alternative is to keep standard cross-
entropy and modify the targets themselves. Hierarchical label smoothing spreads part of the probability mass
from the true species across other species in proportion to their taxonomic similarity [8, 58]: close relatives
— same-genus siblings — absorb most of the residual mass, while more distant taxa receive proportionally
less. The authors of MycoAl [72] successfully apply multi-level hierarchical label-smoothing for classifying
fungal sequences in their multi-head prediction architecture, which is trained to make a prediction for each
of the taxonomic levels, using smoothed labels on each level.

Use for imbalanced data

The above approaches treat taxonomy as a structural prior on the classifier or the loss under the implicit
assumption of a balanced class distribution. When the species distribution is itself heavily imbalanced, the
taxonomy additionally becomes useful for transferring signal from frequent head species to their rare siblings,
an idea made explicit by the Deep Realistic Taxonomic Classifier of Wu et al. [89], who introduce a Correctly
Predicted Bits metric that acknowledges the relative correctness of predictions that are taxonomically close
even when not exactly right. This connection between hierarchy and imbalance motivates the next section.

2.5 Learning Long-Tailed Distributions

The distribution of tree species in the Netherlands is severely imbalanced: a handful of common native
and ornamental species dominate the dataset, while hundreds of rarer species are represented by only a
few examples each. Such long-tailed distributions, in which class frequencies decay roughly according to a
power law, are common in fine-grained recognition tasks and pose two specific problems for cross-entropy
training. First, the per-step gradient is dominated by head classes simply because they appear vastly more
often in each mini-batch, leaving the tail with a faint training signal. Second, even when the representation
generalises reasonably well, classifier weight norms tend to grow disproportionately for head classes over
training, biasing the decision boundary away from rare classes [39].

Long-tailed image recognition has been studied extensively outside of remote sensing, as many naturally
occurring phenomena follow such a distribution. Most studies make use of imbalanced versions of popu-
lar classification benchmarks such as CIFAR-10-LT, CIFAR-100-LT and ImageNet-LT [52]. One particularly
interesting analogue to the current investigation is the iNaturalist dataset [82], as it contains thousands of
species categories whose frequency of appearance has a skew of two to three orders of magnitude between
the head and tail classes. Approaches to long-tailed image recognition are commonly grouped into three
categories [100]: data-level methods that rebalance which samples the model sees during training (over- and
under-sampling, data augmentation), loss-level methods that rebalance the per-sample or per-class gradient
contribution, and decision-level methods that adjust the classifier or its outputs after representation learning.
Representative methods from each category are described below.

The simplest interventions act on the data or on the loss to counteract this bias. Inverse-frequency sam-
pling and class-balanced sampling oversample rare classes so that each class contributes roughly equal ex-
pected gradient mass per epoch, while class-balanced loss reweighting based on the effective number of
samples [19] downweights majority classes in the cross-entropy loss objective. A common practical solution
to these techniques is to truncate the tail: classes that fall below a minimum sample threshold are excluded
from training because they provide too weak a signal for the model to learn a meaningful decision boundary,
and their misclassification rate would otherwise dominate balanced evaluation metrics. While this might be
a crude measure, this is standard practice in fine-grained species benchmarks and is the strategy we adopt
in the current investigation.
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A different approach is to modify the classifier’s decisions rather than the training loss. Logit adjustment
[56] shows that many of the above methods can be interpreted as approximations of a single correction:
subtracting the log of the class prior from the model’s logits at inference, or equivalently adding it during
training as a per-class additive bias. This recovers the Bayes-optimal classifier under a balanced test distri-
bution without requiring any change to the representation. Similarly, decoupled training [39] demonstrates
that strong long-tailed performance can be obtained by first training the feature extractor with standard
instance-balanced sampling and only afterwards re-training the classifier with a class-balanced sampler, an
idea the authors call classifier re-training (cRT). The idea to learn good features on the natural distribution,
then correct the decision boundary has since been extended: bilateral-branch networks [105] combine a con-
ventional branch and a rebalancing branch through a cumulative learning schedule, and ensemble-of-experts
approaches have been proposed such as RIDE [86] in which multiple classifiers specialise on different parts
of the class distribution.

For fine-grained recognition in particular, tail classes are often visually similar to head classes, so methods
that transfer information between related classes are particularly important. In our case, the hierarchical
taxonomic relationships described in the previous section provide this mechanism, through both target-side
smoothing and a taxonomy-graph prior on the classifier, letting majority-class signals support the learning
of rare species.
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CHAPTER 3

Methods

3.1 Data

Multiple data sources were used to create the dataset for training and evaluation of the models, all of which
will be described below.

3.1.1 Boombasis

The Boombasis [60], the database of segmented tree crowns curated by NEO, contains the location coordi-
nates of the stems of 2.1 million trees over 35 municipalities in the Netherlands [12]. Of these municipalities,
33 include the tree species in the dataset for at least a section of the annotated trees (see Figure 3.1), resulting
in 1,666,101 labelled trees. Individually delineated tree crown segments were also generated for the trees
corresponding to the located stems of the trees, which will be used for cutting out the individual trees. These
individual tree crowns were segmented using an inverse watershed method, that finds local maxima in the
height map that represent tree tops, which expand downwards to delineate a single crown, until another tree
is reached or a rapid decrease in height occurs. As beneath a single crown canopy there may exist multiple
trees, a polygon splitting algorithm is thereafter applied to the tree crowns, to segment individual trees. This
splitting is done by first detecting the number of tree stems present in a crown, and then using a Voronoi
splitting algorithm on the polygon to create disjoint sub-polygons for each tree that each represents a sin-
gle tree [12]. This last tree splitting step was not applied in the previous tree species model of NEO [74],
influencing the ease of direct comparison.

dordrecht_1 sudwest-frysian
© dordrecht 2 tilburg
© dronten © utrecht

zoetermeer

Figure 3.1: A visual overview of the municipalities from which the labelled data is obtained. Note that
Dordrecht and Kempen have been collected at 2 separate occasions over 2 different sections of their munici-
palities, and are thus considered separate sources.

12



3.1. DATA

Uimus x hollandica
Point cloud — side view (X/Z)

Ulmus x holfandica
Point cloud — top view (X/Y)

(a) Side view (X/Z) (b) Top view (X/Y)

Figure 3.2: Side and top view of a LiDAR derived point cloud of a Hollandse iep (Dutch elm), standardised
and coloured by height. On the side view, the stem can be distinguished from the foliage.

3.1.2 LiDAR Data

The LiDAR point cloud data of individual trees was collected from the Actueel Hoogtebestand Nederland
(AHN) [78]. The AHN provides open-source ALS LiDAR height measurements of the Netherlands, collected
over multiple years. As of writing, AHNG®6 is in process of collection, with only the east provinces of the
country being currently available. For the remaining provinces, we use the previously published AHNS,
and for very small sections of the country that are not covered by either, AHN4 is used. A more detailed
visualisation of the area covered by each version can be found in Appendix K.

Using the tree crown segments of the Boombasis, we are able to cut out the point clouds of individual trees
from the AHN. These individual trees are standardised and preprocessed and are the input for the point cloud
module of our model. In the AHN, each point has an object classification (e.g. water, ground, building) that
can be used to filter. To reduce compute and prevent any additional information to overfit on, we remove
all but the miscellaneous class of points, in which trees belong, including the ground below a tree. Other
standardisation steps were taken from the previous tree species classifier implementation of NEO [74, 12].
These include translating on the X- and Y-axes of the point cloud such that its centroid is at the origin and
setting the original ground points to have an average height of 0 on the Z-axis. The point clouds are then
normalised to a unit sphere for training stability. An example point cloud can be seen in Figure 3.2, and more
in Appendix A.

On top of the point coordinates, we used two more attributes: the intensity values of the points, stan-
dardised to the range of [0, 1] using a linear transformation and the relative return, obtained by dividing the
return number by the number of returns for each point. Intensity values provide information not only on
the location of the points, but also on the reflectivity of the surface, the angle at which the surface is hit,
and on the distance to the receiver. The relative return can help a model distinguish between more dense,
woody structures such as the trunk and branches, as these points will have higher intensity value than more
permeable structures such as leaves. Different types of trees will also have different branch and leaf density.
These measurements are complementary to the position of the points, and are thus informative above the
point coordinates alone.

3.1.3 Aerial Imagery

For the aerial imagery, we used RGB [65] and colour-infrared (CIR) [64] orthophoto mosaics of the Nether-
lands that are provided by PDOK. PDOK collects and publishes aerial images twice per year, and the latest
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Uimus x hollandica Uimus x hollandica
Winter — RGB Winter — CIR (NIR/R/G)

(a) RGB, winter (b) CIR, winter

Ulmus x hollandica Uimus x hollandica
Summer — RGB Summer — CIR (NIR/R/G)

(c) RGB, summer (d) CIR, summer

Figure 3.3: Aerial imagery of the same Hollandse iep (Dutch elm) across two imaging bands; RGB and false-
colour infrared (CIR), and two seasons; winter and summer. Note that in the winter, there are no leaves on
this tree, while in the summer there are. The chlorophyll contents of the tree, coloured red, that are visible
on the infrared bands are much more pronounced in the summer compared to the winter, but still present
for both seasons.

2025 data consists of orthophotos with a resolution of 5 by 5 to 8 by 8 centimetres for the winter photos and
25 by 25 centimetres for the summer photos, both for RGB and CIR. We overlayed these aerial images with
the tree bounding polygons from the Boombasis, and cut out individual tree "chips" to use as input for the
aerial module of our model. The cut-out tree chips have the tree stem as their centroid and the bounding box
is a square with a side length 1.5 times the longest side of the tree polygon. All chips are thereafter resized
to a 224 x 224 pixel image as to standardise the size for neural network input. Finally, we concatenate the
infrared band of the CIR images to the RGB images, and add an optional fifth masking band to distinguish
the tree from the background where pixels within the tree polygon are set to 1 and all others to 0. Example
RGB and CIR images can be seen in Figure 3.3 and Appendix B and C. Note that the bounding boxes are
based on the winter imagery, so they will not bound the summer images nicely. Regardless, there will be less
background included in the summer images, due to the foliage present.

3.1.4 Taxonomic Data

Data on the taxonomy of tree species was collected from the EPPO Global Database [24]. We used EPPO
codes to normalise the labels given to the trees from the divergent labelling methods used by each munic-
ipality. Using EPPO codes also allowed for easy tracking of the taxonomic lineage of each tree. For plant
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species, EPPO codes consist of five letters, the first three of which characterise the genus, while the latter
two characterise the species. All higher orders in the taxonomy start with "1", followed by three letters of
the corresponding taxon, and closed by the letter corresponding to the taxonomic level (e.g. "G" for genus).
A number of trees found in the dataset were local cultivars of one or more other trees that did not have a
corresponding EPPO code and thus could only be reliably labelled by their genus. For those tree species, a
replacement species code was made, such that all trees have a species label, and aggregation by level can be
done equally for all trees. Example EPPO codes for two trees and their lineages are shown in Table 3.1.

Level Taxon (Apple) EPPO | Taxon (Larch) EPPO
Kingdom | Plantae 1PLAK | Plantae 1PLAK
Phylum | Magnoliophyta 1MAGP | Pinophyta 1PINP
Class Angiospermae  1ANGSC | Pinopsida 1PINC
Category | Fabids 1FABD | - -

Order Rosales 1ROSO | Pinales 1CONO
Family Rosaceae 1ROSF | Pinaceae 1PINF
Subfamily | Spiraeoideae 1SPVS | - -

Genus Malus 1IMABG | Larix 1LAXG
Species M. sylvestris MABSY | L. decidua LAXDE

Table 3.1: Example lineage based on EPPO codes of the wild apple tree and the larch with corresponding EPPO
codes and scientific names. Note the missing category and subfamily taxon for the larch; some lineages have
no subfamily or category taxa and are instead directly absorbed by the taxon above.

A complete distribution of all taxonomic classes is shown in Appendix F. We can see that the distribution
of species is quite unbalanced; already at the phylum level most trees fall under one phylum, while the
other four phyla and their corresponding species present are relatively underrepresented. The frequency
distribution of all species can be found in Figure 3.4 to more clearly show the class imbalance problem.

Occurrences (log scale)

. . . . . . .
100 200 300 400 500 600 700
Species rank (sorted by frequency)

Figure 3.4: Frequency counts per species, scaled logarithmically.

3.2 Data Preprocessing

The eventually used data was subject to a few selection criteria. First, any point clouds that had less than 1,024
points after filtering out the ground were discarded. Such point clouds often did not contain a tree, either
due to noisy measurements, an incorrect estimation of the trees position from the polygon segmentation or
from the tree being removed in between the moment of labelling and the newer AHN measurements. For
consistency reasons, aerial images of these same trees were removed as well, even for the models trained
only on aerial images.
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Since we are dealing with a large number of species following a long-tailed distribution, a floor value of
10 for species frequency was also implemented. This value was chosen as we used 10 cross-validation folds
for training, and this guarantees a tree to be present at least once in each fold. Species that were too rare
and from which the model could not learn well enough without intensive upsampling, were removed. Of the
original 1,666,101 trees from 906 different species, the floor value and point filtering left 979,337 trees over
345 species to use for training and evaluating the model.

3.3 Model Architecture

We distinguish three model families: a unimodal aerial model, a unimodal point-cloud model, and a multi-
modal fusion model that combines the two. All three share the same encoders, projection heads and clas-
sification head, so that differences in performance can be attributed to the fusion mechanism rather than
to incidental architectural changes. The fusion-through-concatenation diagram is shown in Figure 3.5. The
unimodal variants and the other two multimodal variants are shown in Appendix D and Appendix E respec-
tively.

Aux head
A
Image Aerial proj.

Aerial image —
. Encoder — D \ eyt

Classifier

Linear Head — Logits
/ 2D D
. Points Points proj.
P 1
oint cloud [ Encoder =D
;
Aux head

Figure 3.5: Fusion model — concatenation variant. Both modalities are encoded in parallel, each projected to
the shared dimension D, and the two vectors are concatenated and projected back to D before classification.
Auxiliary per-modality heads (dashed) provide direct supervision to each branch during training.

3.3.1 Encoders

The aerial branch uses a ResNet-18 encoder [33]. The first convolutional layer is widened from three to 4
or 5 input channels to accept the stacked RGB, near-infrared and optional foreground-mask bands; when
pretrained weights are used, the original RGB filters are retained, the infrared filter is initialised as the mean
of the RGB filters, and any further channels are initialised randomly. The encoder produces a global feature
vector of dimension d, after average pooling, and a spatial feature map of d, x 7 x 7 before pooling (for a
224 x 224 input), which the cross-attention variant uses directly.

The point-cloud branch uses a PointNet++ encoder [68] operating on the standardised tree point cloud
together with its per-point intensity and relative-return features. Three set-abstraction layers progressively
subsample and aggregate local neighbourhoods: the first samples 512 centroids (radius = 0.2), the second
128 centroids (r = 0.4), and the third pools all remaining points into a single global descriptor of dimension
d, = 1024. The second layer additionally exposes 128 per-group tokens of 256 dimensions, each with an
associated 3-D centroid, which the cross-attention variant uses as structural tokens.
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3.3.2 Projection and Classification Heads

Each encoder output is mapped into a shared D-dimensional embedding space by a two-layer projection
head (linear, layer normalisation, ReLU, linear, layer normalisation). The shared classification head maps the
D-dimensional fused representation through a bottleneck (linear to 512, layer normalisation, GELU, dropout)
to the C' output logits. The bottleneck keeps the representational width above the number of classes while
reducing the tendency to memorise observed in wider heads.

3.3.3 Fusion Strategies

All fusion variants encode both modalities in parallel and project them to the shared space, yielding aerial
and point embeddings a, p € R”. They differ only in how these are combined.

Concatenation

The two embeddings are concatenated and projected back to D dimensions (linear, layer normalisation,
ReLU) before classification. This is the simplest fusion and serves as our baseline.

Contrastive alignment

A small gating network predicts a scalar weight a« = o(W{a; p]) € (0, 1) from the concatenated embeddings,
and the fused representation is the convex combination «a + (1 — «) p. This lets the model weight the
more informative modality per sample. In addition, an optional cross-modal contrastive loss (Section 3.4.1)
is applied to a separate pair of projection heads, encouraging the two modalities to share a latent space.

Spatial cross-attention

Rather than fusing globally pooled vectors, this variant fuses the spatial features of the encoders. The aerial
feature map is pooled to a fixed 7 x 7 grid and flattened into 49 patch tokens; the point branch contributes its
128 ball group tokens. Both sets are linearly projected to D dimensions, and each token receives a positional
embedding (a learned grid embedding for aerial tokens, an MLP of the 3-D centroid for point tokens) and a
learned modality-type embedding to indicate its source modality. A single learned [CLS] token is prepended
to serve as a learned pooling vector.

This combined sequence ([CLS] token, 49 aerial tokens, 128 point tokens) is processed by a Transformer
encoder of L layers with h heads. Within each layer every token is updated as an attention-weighted sum
of all the others: it matches its query against every token’s key and blends their values accordingly. Because
the sequence interleaves both modalities, a token attends both to its own modality (self-attention) and to the
other (cross-attention) in a single operation, so an aerial patch can draw on the point groups covering the
same region and vice versa; stacking L such layers lets these within- and cross-modal interactions compound,
leading to the actual fusion. The fused representation is then read out by concatenating three pooled views
of the Transformer output (the [CLS] token, the mean over the modality tokens, and their element-wise
maximum) and projecting back to D. This multi-pool readout avoids the gradient bottleneck of a [CLS]-only
summary.

3.3.4 Auxiliary Supervision and Warm-up

Because the backbones are trained from scratch, the fused path alone provides a weak gradient to each en-
coder. We therefore attach an auxiliary linear classifier to each modality and add its cross-entropy to the main
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objective, weighted by AJ™ and AJ*™ for aerial images and point clouds respectively. For the concatenation
and contrastive variants these heads operate on the global embeddings a and p; for the cross-attention variant
they operate on the mean of each modality its projected spatial tokens, so the auxiliary gradient lands on the
same representation the Transformer consumes. For an optional initial warm-up period the fusion module
is bypassed and the two branches are trained independently through their averaged logits, after which the
selected fusion mechanism is enabled.

3.4 Learning Objectives

3.4.1 Loss Functions

Cross-entropy loss

The main loss function that is used for all models is a cross-entropy loss function, a useful and commonly
used criterion for multiclass classification. For C classes, this loss is given by:

C
£CE - - Z Ye log(gc)

c=1

with y. the binary indicator indicating if class c is the correct classification for the observation and g. the
predicted probability that the observation is assigned to class ¢, obtained by applying a softmax function to
the raw logits output by the network. As the true label y is one-hot encoded, this loss simplifies to:

Log = —log(9.) (3.1)

By minimising this loss, the model is penalised heavily when it assigns a low probability to the correct
class, encouraging the network’s predictions to align more closely with the true labels.

Cross-modal contrastive loss

To reduce the domain gap between the 2D image and 3D point-cloud representations, an optional cross-modal
contrastive loss is applied, inspired by symmetric InfoNCE [61]. It pulls the two embeddings of the same tree
together and pushes apart embeddings of different trees, encouraging both encoders to project into a shared
latent space. The intent of this addition is twofold. First, it provides a means of cross-modal interaction
during training without adding a dedicated fusion module: by aligning each tree’s aerial and point-cloud
embeddings, both encoders are pushed towards a shared, modality-invariant representation in which the
two modalities can reinforce each other. Second, the loss is supervised purely by the image-point pairing
and never sees a species label, so it contributes a gradient to every tree regardless of how many examples
its species has. This is potentially beneficial to species in the long tail, as the regular cross-entropy term
is dominated by the majority classes. This hypothesis is supported by the finding that self-supervised and
contrastive objectives yield representations that are more robust under heavy class imbalance than purely
supervised ones [94, 49].

Given a batch N of synchronised samples, we let the Ly-normalised feature embeddings be A; for the
aerial image of the ¢-th tree and P; for the point cloud of the j-th tree. Due to the L,-normalisation, the
cosine similarity s; ; between any A; and P;, scaled by inverse temperature 7, is then given by their dot
product:
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sij = (A - ;)

The objective is to maximise the similarity of the positive pair s;; — the image and point cloud of the
same tree — while minimising the similarity of all negative pairs s; ; — images and point clouds of different
trees. This loss is then symmetrically calculated for both directions:

1 exp(s;;
Ea%p:__zlog N ( 7)
i=1 Zj:l exp(si;)

1 exp(s;;
Ep—)a _ Z log N#
i=1 Zj:l exp(sﬂ)

1
*Calign = i(ﬁa—m + Ep—)a)

3.5 Taxonomy-Aware Learning and Inference

3.5.1 Multi-Level Auxiliary Classifier

A complementary way to inject taxonomic structure is to supervise the shared representation at several
taxonomic ranks simultaneously. In addition to the species head, we attach a lightweight linear classifier to
each of a set of coarser levels L (by default genus, family and order). Crucially, every auxiliary head reads the
same fused embedding f € R? that the species head consumes, so the auxiliary gradients pull the encoder
towards features that are simultaneously discriminative at multiple ranks rather than introducing a separate
representation per level.

For a sample of species y, let a,(y) denote its ancestor taxon at level ¢ (undefined for species whose lineage
lacks that level, which are ignored at that level). Each head ¢ produces logits z, = W,f, and the auxiliary
objective is the mean cross-entropy across levels,

Ehier = % Z CE(Z[, ag(y)), (3.2)

el

which is added to the main species classification loss with weight Apie;,
L= ['species + Anier Lhier- (33)

The auxiliary heads are used only during training and are discarded at inference, where the species head
remains the sole predictor. Because a coarse head pools many species into one target — a family head, for
instance, sees the entire co-family pool — rare species receive a stronger and more frequent gradient signal
through their abundant relatives than they would from the species head alone [8].

3.5.2 Taxonomic Label Smoothing

This mechanism requires an explicit notion of how close two species are. Ordering the taxonomic levels
from finest to coarsest (genus, subfamily, family, order, category, class, phylum, kingdom), we define the
distance between two species as the depth of their lowest common ancestor: two species in the same genus
have distance 1, two in the same subfamily distance 2, and so on up to distance 8 for species sharing only
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the kingdom; species with no shared ancestor are assigned the maximum distance. We collect these into
a symmetric matrix D € [0,1]9%“, normalised by the maximum distance, and define the corresponding
similarity as S = 1 — D.

Rather than adding a taxonomic distance-based penalty to the loss, we incorporate the taxonomy on the
target side. For a sample of true class y, the one-hot target is replaced by a soft target that retains (1 — «) of
its mass on y and redistributes the remaining « across all classes in proportion to their taxonomic similarity
to y:

Sy.c
gcz(l—a)%[c:y]+a+. (3.4)
Zc’:l Sy
The loss is the cross-entropy between this soft target and the predicted distribution:
c
Lox ==Y felogie, (3.5)
c=1

Because S decreases with taxonomic distance, same-genus siblings absorb most of the redistributed mass
while progressively more distant taxa receive proportionally less. Setting @ = 0 recovers standard cross-
entropy. This is a pure target-side operation: it requires no additional classifier heads and introduces no
gradient conflict between taxonomic levels, while still penalising distant mistakes more heavily than close
ones.

3.5.3 Taxonomy Lineage Embeddings

As a second, representation-side mechanism, we regularise the classifier weights towards a fixed embedding
of the taxonomy itself. We build a graph whose nodes are the species together with their genus, subfamily,
family and order ancestors, with edges connecting each taxon to its parent. Each node is assigned a unique
fixed unit vector, and the embedding of a species is the Ly-normalised sum of the vectors along its lineage
- the species node together with all of its ancestors. Because the node codes are near-orthogonal in high
dimension, the inner product between two species embeddings grows with the number of ancestors they
share: it is largest for species of the same genus, smaller for species that meet only at the family or order, and
approximately zero across different orders. The embedding is thus a projection encoding of the multi-hot
taxonomic lineage whose geometry reflects taxonomic proximity, and it is held fixed throughout training.
Let g. be this Ly-normalised taxonomic embedding of species ¢ and w,. the Ly-normalised weight vector of
the final classification layer for class c. We add a cosine-alignment penalty

C
1
Eprior = 5 § (1 - W¢- gc)y (3'6)
c=1

weighted by A.x, which pulls each class prototype towards its fixed taxonomic embedding. Because g carries
no learnable parameters it cannot adapt to the classifier weights; the penalty can only be reduced by moving
the prototypes, so the prototypes of taxonomically close species are drawn together and structure is shared
between head and tail classes.

3.5.4 Graceful Coarsening at Inference

Following Park and Kwon [62], we additionally allow predictions to be coarsened at inference. Given a
confidence threshold 6, a sample is assigned its species-level prediction if the softmax confidence is at least
0; otherwise the prediction is degraded to the parent taxon, whose confidence is obtained by summing the
probabilities of all species beneath it. This is repeated up the taxonomy until the confidence exceeds 6 or the
root is reached. Coarsening trades specificity for correctness, reducing the severity of mistakes on uncertain
samples while leaving confident species-level predictions untouched.
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3.6 Optimisation, Scheduling and Constraints

All models were trained using an AdamW optimiser [53]. An initial learning rate of 1073 was selected,
with a cosine annealing learning rate scheduler with a minimum value of 107, Batch size was set to the
maximum size that fit in GPU memory for the most demanding architecture, which was 128. The models were
constrained using Ly-weighted regularisation to reduce the tendency of the models to overfit on the training
data, with a factor of 0.01. All models were trained for 30 epochs, unless mentioned otherwise. For each
training run, the data was split into a 0.8/0.1/0.1 split for training, validation and testing data respectively,
regardless of the size of the used subset.

3.7 Hardware and Software

All major experiments were run on a high-performance computing cluster using a single NVIDIA A100 GPU
and Intel Xeon Platinum 8360Y CPUs. Initial testing of the models and smaller experiments were run on a
machine with a NVIDIA GeForce GTX 1080 Ti GPU and an Intel Core i7-8700K CPU. All code is written and
executed in Python 3.11.14, using PyTorch 2.9.1 and PyTorch Lightning 2.6.1, running CUDA 12.6.80.

3.8 Performance Metrics

The performance of our classifier is evaluated using the following metrics, all expressed in terms of a common
set of quantities. Let N be the total number of test samples, C' the number of classes, y; € {1,...,C} the
ground-truth label of sample ¢ and g; the model’s prediction. For each class ¢, T'P,, F'P. and F'N, denote the
number of true positives, false positives and false negatives, and }[-] is the indicator function.

Overall accuracy (OA): the fraction of samples whose predicted class matches the truth.

c

1
OA = NZTPC

« Balanced accuracy (BA): the arithmetic mean of per-class recall, which up-weights performance on
minority classes.

C
1 TP,

BA = — __-c¢
C;TPC—i—FNC

« Matthews Correlation Coefficient (MCC): a balanced correlation measure between predictions and
labels that remains informative under class imbalance. With 7" = chzl T P, the total number of correct
predictions, t. = > W[y; = c] the support of class c and p. = S~ | W[f); = ] the number of times
class ¢ was predicted.

T'N_Zletc'pc

(-2 ) (v - 22, 2)

+ Correctly Predicted Bits (CPB) [89]: a taxonomy-aware metric that credits a prediction when it lies
on the correct branch of the taxonomy and rewards it more for being more specific. Let 7 denote the

MCC =
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3.8. PERFORMANCE METRICS

full taxonomy tree, 7, the subtree rooted at node v, |Leaves(7,)| the number of species leaves under
v, and A(y;) the set of ancestors of y; (including y; itself). Then

1SN |Leaves(Ty,)|
CPB = ;H‘[yi e A(y,)] (1 - m) .

Note that ¢; may be a prediction at any taxonomic level, since species-level predictions can be coarsened
to a higher taxon when confidence falls below a threshold. This metric is added to use when the number
of output classes change, when coarsening predictions or predicting across multiple hierarchical levels.

In addition to these quantitative metrics, a qualitative analysis is performed to identify and explain further
strong points and limitations of the current methods.
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CHAPTER 4

Experiments and Results

We conducted multiple experiments to investigate ways of improving classifying tree species. Most ex-
ploratory testing and tuning was done on a fixed ~ 10% subset (175,987 trees, 200 classes) of all labelled
trees due to compute budget restrictions. The best module and parameter setup for these smaller exper-
iments is then selected for a run on the entire, countrywide dataset. Results from subset testing and the
experiments on the full dataset will be presented in the following sections.

In an assessment on modality, we trained and evaluated classification performance between models using
only aerial images as input, only point clouds as input, and compared those to multiple methods of combining
the modalities. These modalities were fused using 1) concatenation of learned feature vectors of both modal-
ities, 2) contrastive learning to create a shared latent feature space between the modalities and 3) applying
cross-attention between the unpooled learned features of both modalities, where aerial tokens act as keys to
the point tokens queries and values, and vice versa.

In addition, we compare the impact of multiple taxonomy-based additions by ablation. The first of these
additions is the use of smoothed labels, based on the taxonomic distance between the predicted and target
species. This taxonomic distance is defined as the number of steps taken in the taxonomy to reach the
lowest level shared ancestor. Furthermore, a model using auxiliary classifier heads for multiple levels of the
hierarchy is tested, as well as using a GNN embedding as a prior for the models. Finally, we also present the
results of implementing graceful coarsening at inference, and we compare the performance across all levels
of the taxonomy.

4.1 Comparison with Past Results

The baseline we compare our implementation to is the current best tree species model of NEO [74]. This
model was trained only on cut out tree point clouds (using PointNet++) or 2D-projections thereof (using an
MVCNN). The best MVCNN implementation reached a balanced accuracy of 0.35 on species level, while the
PointNet++ reached 0.25, but outperformed the MVCNN on some of the higher taxonomic levels.

Important to mention is that these results were obtained on a small subset of only 33 classes of the to-
tal classes. What complicates direct reproductions, is that not all data processing and selection steps are
reproducible exactly from the description, and additionally, the dataset has changed since the last implemen-
tation. For a fair direct comparison, we approach the dataset selection of the previous implementation by
using similar exclusion criteria for the point cloud size: a minimum and maximum of 1,000 and 10,000 was
used. Furthermore, we match the number of classes by selecting the 33 majority classes that remain after
this filtering, to reach a similar distribution as in the previous implementation. As the exact number of trees
used was not described clearly, keeping the point cloud sizes and number of classes equal allows us to still
make a relatively fair comparison between our implementation and the previous one.

With these settings, our implementation reaches a balanced accuracy of 46%, which is a 11 percent-
age points improvement on balanced accuracy over the best previous implementation, albeit on a different
dataset. Although we use the comparison with the past implementation as a baseline measure, most of the
following investigations will focus on improving performance on classifying a larger number of classes, as
this was the primary goal of the current investigation.
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4.2. COMPARISON OF ARCHITECTURAL BACKBONES

This leads to the results on a final run on the complete dataset, containing all municipalities. For this, we
used the best performing model, which was the fusion model with cross-modal contrastive alignment (see
Section 4.4 for justification). Furthermore, the filtering of the data was kept as described in Section 3.2, and
batch size, length of training and other setting were kept as described in Section 3.6. On the complete dataset
we reach an accuracy of 0.80, a balanced accuracy of 0.32 and an MCC score of 0.79. More detailed results
per municipalities and species can be found in Appendix G and Appendix H.

The version of the model trained on the complete dataset will be used for any inference-level changes,
such as the aforementioned graceful coarsening and analysis across taxonomic levels (Section 4.5), as well as
any post-hoc imbalance mitigations (Section 4.6). Other experiments were performed on a smaller subset of
~ 10% of the dataset.

4.2 Comparison of Architectural Backbones

A comparison of the efficacy of different architectures for encoding the images and point clouds is shown
in Table 4.1. Contrary to expectations, the smaller and standard architectures matched or outperformed
the larger and transformer-based models. Among the convolutional and native point-cloud encoders the
accuracies fall in a narrow band, with the larger ResNet-50 showing a wider train-validation gap (Appendix I)
without any accuracy gain over ResNet-18, indicating overfitting rather than added capacity being useful at
this dataset size. The transformer-based models (Swin and Erwin), by contrast, failed to converge, staying
near chance level — consistent with the well-known data-hunger of attention mechanisms relative to the
size of our labelled set. The smaller ResNet-18 and PointNet++ were also cheaper and faster to train. Given
this, and the compute and time restrictions, ResNet-18 and PointNet++ were adopted as the encoders for the
final model and used for most larger-scale testing, and we forgo further investigation into the transformer
variants.

Backbone Parameter Size Accuracy Balanced Accuracy MCC
ResNet-18 11.2M 0.60 0.23 0.58
ResNet-50 235M 0.59 0.20 0.57
Swin-tiny 275 M 0.10 0.01 0.00
Mobilenet small v3 927 K 0.59 0.21 0.57
PointNet++ 807 K 0.64 0.26 0.62
PointNext 33 M 0.62 0.25 0.61
Erwin 119M 0.16 0.02 0.10
MV-CNN 11.2 M 0.59 0.22 0.57

Table 4.1: Comparison of aerial image and point cloud encoder backbones.

4.3 Uni- and Multimodal Classification

A comparison between models trained on different data modalities can be found in Table 4.2. For the indi-
vidual loss, accuracy and balanced accuracy curves, see Appendix I. We can see that using a model on point
clouds slightly outperforms a model on aerial images only, the point cloud model having an accuracy and
balanced accuracy of 0.64 and 0.26 respectively, as opposed to 0.60 and 0.23 for the aerial model. The base-
line fusion model, using feature concatenation, outperforms both unimodal models, reaching 0.71 accuracy
and 0.30 balanced accuracy. Both modalities are therefore individually informative and their combination
improves over either alone (+0.04 balanced accuracy over the point-cloud model). This motivates the com-
parison of fusion strategies in the following section.
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4.4. COMPARISON OF FUSION METHODS

Model ‘ Accuracy Balanced Accuracy MCC Number of Classes Dataset Size
Aerial-only 0.60 0.23 0.57 200 175,987
Point clouds-only 0.64 0.26 0.62 200 175,987
Fusion (concatenated) 0.71 0.30 0.70 200 175,987

Table 4.2: Performance of models trained on separate modalities on the new dataset. Cutouts and point
clouds were based on AHN5/6 or AHN4, depending on the province, trees were identified by stem, so that
multiple trees within the same crown were labelled and classified as different trees.

4.4 Comparison of Fusion Methods

We compare three methods of fusing the aerial imagery and LiDAR point clouds. In all three, the features are
extracted by separate image and point-cloud encoders, with the training setup and parameters kept equal. As
shown in Table 4.3, every fusion method outperforms the unimodal models. Of the three, only the contrastive
loss improves on plain concatenation, raising accuracy by 4 and balanced accuracy by 7 percentage points;
relative to the best unimodal model it gains 11 points on both metrics. Adding the self- and cross-attention
modules, by contrast, slightly lowers performance compared to concatenation alone. The cross-modal con-
trastive variant thus gives the best overall performance and is kept for all subsequent experiments; the relative
ordering of the three strategies is interpreted in Section 5.1.

Fusion Type ‘ Accuracy Balanced Accuracy MCC Dataset Size (Number of Classes)

Concatenation 0.71 0.30 0.70 175,987 (200)
Contrastive 0.75 0.37 0.74 175,987 (200)
Cross-attention 0.70 0.28 0.69 175,987 (200)

Table 4.3: Performance comparison between different feature fusion methods.

4.5 Inclusion of Taxonomic Information

Under the assumption that species close together in the taxonomy should be more similar, we tested whether
taxonomic relations could aid in the training process in decreasing amount and severity of misclassifications
made. The following methods of including taxonomic information were tried: using a multi-head classifier
for multiple levels of the taxonomy (Section 3.5.1), embedding the taxonomic lineages as multi-hot vectors
(Section 3.5.3) and using label smoothing based on sibling species (Section 3.5.2). A minimal hyperparameter
sweep was done for each of the ablations (see Appendix J), to direct us towards a semi-optimal value for each
of the ablations on a 1% subset of the data. These semi-optimal values were then used for the ablations on a
10% subset of the data, to provide a better estimate of the impact of each addition. All additions are applied
to the contrastive loss fusion model, and any performance gains and losses are compared to this model as a
baseline and shown in Table 4.4.

Addition ‘ A Accuracy A Balanced Accuracy
Multi-head classifier -0.01 -0.01
Lineage embeddings +0.01 -0.02
Label smoothing +0.00 -0.05

Table 4.4: Performance difference obtained applying different methods of including taxonomic information
during model training,.

We can see that none of the taxonomic implementations lead to improvements on the minority species, as
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4.5. INCLUSION OF TAXONOMIC INFORMATION

can be seen from the balanced accuracy, all even lead to slight decreases. Improvement on overall accuracy is
also minimal, if present. This suggests that including the taxonomy does not provide any extra information
for the model, whether it be on the architectural, loss or target side of the training process. Its use for
inference will be shown in the following paragraph.

4.5.1 Graceful Coarsening Using the Taxonomy

We use a similar confidence-based graceful coarsening as used by Park and Kwon [62]. Given a confidence
threshold 6, the model predicts the species if the prediction confidence is equal or higher to this threshold 6,
else it predicts the genus. If for the genus prediction the confidence is still below the threshold, we fall back
to the level above, until either the threshold is passed or we reach the highest level.

The use of such a graceful coarsening is supported by the fact that the prediction confidence is quite
strongly correlated with the correctness of the prediction. If this correlation was perfect, only incorrectly
classified predictions would be coarsened, and correct predictions would be left at the finest label level. How-
ever, this is not the case, and thus some trade-off needs to be made to coarsen as many incorrect predictions
while keeping the highest amount of correct predictions as specific as possible. In the left panel of Figure 4.1
an optimal threshold value 8* = 0.91 is found based on the highest relative gain of coarsening labels based
on confidence: a higher threshold would lose label specificity relative to the accuracy gain, a lower threshold
does not reach the maximum possible accuracy gain relative to label specificity.

The right panel of Figure 4.1 shows the impact of different threshold values on accuracy, balanced ac-
curacy and CPB, against the coverage of labels kept as species. Using the threshold 6* = 0.91, accuracy
increases by 14.6 percentage points (to 94.5%), while balanced accuracy by 18.4 percentage points (to 50.9%),
while CPB increases by 3.3 percentage points (to 82.9%). Alternatively, a threshold of 6,5 = 0.81 leads to
the highest CPB value of 83.7%. This is a theoretical optimum of label specificity versus accuracy.

Rl%loative gain of coarsening incorrect vs. correct predictions Impact of coarsening on accuracy and CPB relative to coverage
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Figure 4.1: Left: the optimal confidence threshold found based on the highest gain of improving incorrect
labels, relative to the amount of correct predictions that are coarsened incorrectly (loss of specificity). Right:
the payoff of coarsening labels on accuracy, balanced accuracy and CPB metrics. The optimal confidence
threshold 6" from the left plot is highlighted, as well as a potential threshold where the CPB is highest.
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4.6. IMBALANCE MITIGATION

4.5.2 Performance per Taxonomic Level

Besides gracefully coarsening the predictions to improve classification accuracy, performance on each level
of the taxonomy was also analysed, these results can be found in Table 4.5. We see that the performance
does increase for higher levels of the taxonomy. This result also holds even when considering the increasing
chance of randomly guessing correctly on higher levels — there are fewer classes for higher levels - as can
be seen in the MCC score. The Correctly Predicted Bits (CPB) metric shows an interesting trend here; it is
highest for the genus level. This would mean that according to this metric, it would be better to predict at
the genus level as opposed to the species level, and thus the drop in label specificity does not matter as much
as the increase in classification accuracy. The CPB is quite low for most higher levels in the taxonomy, as the
maximum entropy of the label distribution at those higher levels is low: there is a large label imbalance and
there are very few classes, so the relative value of getting the majority class correct is low.

Level Accuracy Balanced accuracy MCC CPB # classes
Species 0.80 0.32 0.79  0.79 345
Genus 0.86 0.44 0.84 0.83 91
Subfamily 0.84 0.54 0.79  0.77 11
Family 0.88 0.51 0.86 0.82 41
Order 0.89 0.58 0.86 0.78 22
Category 0.93 0.68 0.82  0.56 9
Class 0.99 0.80 0.82 0.16 3
Phylum 0.99 0.80 0.82 0.16 3

Table 4.5: Performance across all levels of the taxonomy. Results based on a fusion model trained on all
municipalities. Note the lower number of classes for subfamily, as many lineages do not contain a subfamily.
Also note that not all five phyla are there, as trees from the two others are filtered out due to their point
cloud size.

4.6 Imbalance Mitigation

4.6.1 Logit Adjustment

Logit adjustment subtracts the log class-prior from the logits, scaled by a temperature 7. Table 4.6 sweeps
7, showing the trade-off it induces between head and tail accuracy. The head is binned by species that
occur more than a 1,000 times, while the tail is binned by species appearing less than 50 times; the middle
bin contains the species in between. With increasing 7, the binned tail accuracy increases, while the head
accuracy drops quite drastically. Regarding balanced accuracy, the best results come from using 7 = 1.0,
leading a 15 percentage point increase at the cost of an 8 percentage point drop in accuracy. For values
higher than 7 = 1.0, the overall accuracy drops quite drastically, and the balanced accuracy decreases as
well, although the accuracy for the very rare classes continues to increase.

4.6.2 Frequency-Floor Sensitivity

The minimum-sample threshold used during dataset construction trades the number of retained species
against how well the tail can be learned. Table 4.7 reports this sensitivity: lowering the threshold retains
more rare species but reduces tail recall. Note that the tree count is held constant across floor values: for
each floor a stratified subsample of 175,987 trees was drawn so that all runs see the same amount of data,
which is why the number of classes — not the number of trees — varies with the floor. A different subset had
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4.7. OUT-OF-DISTRIBUTION GENERALISATION

T | Accuracy Balanced Accuracy Head Accuracy Middle Accuracy Tail Accuracy
0.0 0.80 0.32 0.82 0.47 0.17
0.5 0.79 0.42 0.80 0.53 0.25
1.0 0.72 0.47 0.73 0.55 0.35
1.5 0.51 0.46 0.55 0.52 0.39
2.0 0.24 0.41 0.26 0.44 0.39

Table 4.6: Effect of the logit-adjustment temperature 7 on balanced and per-bin accuracy.

to be used to keep the same amount of trees. In the final model a choice was made to keep the frequency
floor at 10, to retain as many species as possible with the number of cross-validation folds. We return to the
implications of the trade-off between species coverage and tail performance in Section 5.1.

Frequency floor ‘ Accuracy Balanced accuracy # classes # trees

10 0.71 0.22 345 175,987
100 0.70 0.33 176 175,987
1000 0.73 0.53 82 175,987

Table 4.7: Sensitivity of the dataset to the species frequency floor value.

4.7 Out-of-Distribution Generalisation

Two sets of held-out testing data were used to measure out-of-distribution performance. For the first, three
municipalities were kept separate (Leeuwarden, Papendrecht and Utrecht), and the model was tested on these
three held-out municipalities to test whether the classification performance was not partially influenced by
confounding variables in municipalities. Images and point clouds collected in different parts of the country
were collected at different points in time, under different lighting and weather conditions. Soil types also
differ between regions, and can influence the visual appearance of a species. This means that an image of
oak in Amsterdam may look slightly different than an oak in Groningen, due to variations in environmental
and visual artefacts. By excluding some municipalities from the training data, we tested whether these effects
are present. The held-out municipalities thus show a clear performance drop (see Table 4.8), confirming a
measurable distribution shift across regions.

Test set ‘ Accuracy Balanced accuracy MCC  # classes
In distribution 0.75 0.37 0.74 200
Held-out 0.56 0.19 0.53 200

Table 4.8: Results on out-of-distribution municipalities testing of the trained model.

The second held-out test set contained a set of tree species that were not present at all in the training set
(see Table 4.9). This would trivially mean that the model cannot predict these species correctly. However,
if the taxonomic information has been learned well enough, we expect the model to be able to predict the
higher level taxa of the trees reasonably well. For example, if a green oak was not in the training set, but
other oak species were, the model should be able to classify a green oak as a related species.

The results in Table 4.9 show how the model classifies out-of-distribution species. As expected, accuracy
at the species level is zero, but already at the genus-level the model recovers a substantial part of the correct
labels (0.32 accuracy at genus). For higher levels in the taxonomy, accuracy and balanced accuracy increase
even further. The class and phylum levels reach very high accuracy (0.98 and 0.97), but here only two classes
remain, and the lower balanced accuracy (0.70) and MCC (0.53) indicate that this is inflated by the majority
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4.8. QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS OF RESULTS

Level Accuracy Balanced accuracy MCC  # classes
Species 0.00 0.00 0.00 100
Genus 0.32 0.17 0.29 52
Subfamily 0.40 0.21 0.32 5
Family 0.38 0.19 0.32 29
Order 0.47 0.23 0.35 17
Category 0.73 0.36 0.42 6
Class 0.98 0.70 0.53 2
Phylum 0.97 0.70 0.53 2

Table 4.9: Results on 100 out-of-distribution species testing of the trained model.

class rather than reflecting equally strong performance on both. Even without having seen these species, the
model thus assigns them to progressively more accurate taxa as the hierarchy coarsens.

4.8 Qualitative Analysis of Results

One of the more salient results, is that the current method seems to underperform on trees in parks and other
areas where they are more tightly spaced together. An example of this can be seen in Figure 4.2, that shows a
section of the Vondelpark in Amsterdam, where occlusion occurs and tree species are more varied and more
rare. Lane and street trees on the other hand, seem to be classified quite accurately on average. Figure 4.3
shows a section of the Amsterdamse grachtengordel (Amsterdam canal belt), where there is a low diversity of
species and the individual trees are spaced out well.

Figure 4.2: A section of the Vondelpark in Amsterdam, where correctly predicted species are marked with a
green dot, while incorrectly predicted species are marked red.

Two reasons were identified for this: trees planted on lanes are often more homogeneous in species, and
they are also more common in our labelled dataset. Park trees are generally more varied, and more occlusion
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4.8. QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS OF RESULTS

Figure 4.3: A section of the canal belt in Amsterdam, where correctly predicted species are marked with a
green dot, while incorrectly predicted species are marked red.

occurs as trees grow closer to each other, at times overlapping. This can impact both the aerial images, as
the smaller tree might be badly or not visible, and the point clouds, as the individual tree splitting algorithm
may include part of the larger tree in the point cloud of the smaller tree, as the trees are split based on the
top-down view and the stem locations. Overhanging branches could be combined with a smaller tree, which
can confuse the model as the point cloud will contain structural information of multiple, potentially different
species.

One theoretical advantage of using multimodal data, is that aerial images and point clouds of trees do
not suffer from the same noise. If one of the modalities is noisy, the other may still clearly display a tree.
For aerial images, smaller trees could be occluded by the canopy of a larger tree, while the small tree could
still be visible as a point cloud. On the other hand, undergrowth such as bushes can introduce noise in point
clouds, while this undergrowth may not be visible from the viewpoint of the aerial image. We see this in the
data, as there is a significant amount of trees that is difficult to see on the aerial images, especially if they are
smaller.

This could partially explain why the aerial-only model performs worse than the points-only models. For
some images, no tree at all is visible, and the tree polygon seems to be misplaced (see Figure 4.4a). In this
case, it is caused by the polygon splitting algorithm that split a smaller tree, and assigned the overhanging
branches of the larger tree to the smaller tree. We somewhat combat this issue by adding some background
to the images, so slightly misplaced trees may still be included in the image, and by filtering on the number
of points in the point cloud, so that if a tree is not correctly extracted, it will be excluded. Nevertheless, many
trees remain that are difficult to distinguish or have multiple trees in the image. Despite the individual tree
cutout method, there are also trees that still consist of multiple trees (see Figure 4.4b).
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4.8. QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS OF RESULTS

Quercus robur
Winter — RGB

(a) An example of an aerial image where the polygon does
not match most of the location of the tree, rather it mostly
covers the road. The long straight edge is the result of

the tree splitting, as this tree crown had multiple stems
underneath.

(b) An example of a point cloud of a different tree where
multiple trees can clearly be seen (separated by the purple
line), suggesting this consists of two trees.

Figure 4.4: Visual examples of erroneously sampled tree aerial image and point cloud.
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CHAPTER 5

Discussion

5.1 Research Objectives

The primary aim of this research, was to be able to scale up the tree species classification model to be able
to run on a country-wide basis, on a great variety of species. Although the current methods do not succeed
entirely in creating an unbiased classifier that solves the long-tailed distribution of species, it does improve
upon the previous method, and rivals past performance on a much larger scale (345 classes compared to 33
classes). The model can classify reasonably well reaching 80% accuracy and 32% balanced accuracy before
the application of data imbalance mitigations. Through the graceful coarsening mechanism, it can give the
most specific answer it is confident in, or instead fall back to a coarser, higher-level prediction when unsure,
which increases accuracy and balanced accuracy to 95% and 51% respectively.

Modality Fusion

A significant part of the improvement in classification performance was due to the ability of the network
to use both structural and spectral information in its decision. Through feature fusion, the network learns
to distinguish trees based on both their RGB and NIR aerial images, as well as their LIDAR scanned point
clouds. Having compared multiple methods of fusion, we find that interaction through a contrastive loss
function that aligns the aerial images and point clouds of each tree yielded the largest improvement: +0.11
on both accuracy and balanced accuracy compared to the best unimodal model. We attribute this to two
properties of the contrastive loss. First, it shapes the shared embedding space rather than adding a large
interaction module of its own, improving fusion without the additional capacity that small labelled datasets
struggle to constrain. Second, by pulling each tree’s aerial image and point cloud together while pushing
apart those of other trees, it forces both encoders to retain the modality-invariant, species-discriminative
structure—crown geometry, size, and spectral signature—while discarding modality-specific noise, acting as
a regulariser toward features that generalise.

In contrast, and against our expectations, the cross-attention model did worse compared to the baseline
fusion method despite appearing promising on initial tests. This can be explained by the well described phe-
nomenon that architectures that make use of attention mechanisms require very large amounts of data before
they surpass more constrained models, amounts that the current labelled dataset may not reach. Another
issue with this method might be the mismatch in modality tokens. The initial idea was for the model to be
able to allow for interactions amongst patches of the image with grouped points from the point cloud. How-
ever, as the aerial images only provide a view from the top of the trees, the spatial correspondence between
the image patches and the point ball queries may be limited — as only certain points will correspond to what
is visible in the images. In combination with the relatively small dataset, this can lead to a lot of the training
being fitting to noise rather than to the actual signal.

The relatively modest improvement of the fusion module overall compared to some similar approaches
in the literature, may be in part attributed to the fact that the aerial and point cloud data are not obtained at
the same time. The aerial images are collected much more frequently and on a relatively small time-frame
(within a season), while the LiDAR scans are made over a period of years, and trees may have changed during
this period.
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Including the Taxonomy

The earlier mentioned graceful coarsening mechanism based on the taxonomy can positively impact classi-
fication performance at the cost of losing some coverage on the finer labels. With our selected threshold, we
increase performance by 15 percentage points, to 95% accuracy. Having an adjustable threshold allows users
to choose how precise or accurate the predictions need to be according to their needs.

At training time however, including taxonomic information seemed to slightly hurt performance. The
idea that information from common trees could be used to help predict their rare sibling species seems not
to work with the tested methods. Taxonomic information was separately included on the target side though
label smoothing, on the architectural side by using auxiliary prediction heads for each level and by including
a taxonomic prior through embeddings. It appears that the taxonomic structure is not informative enough
to truly help out the rarer species. In botanical literature we find support for this idea. Remote sensing data
may be too coarse for the fine details on which taxonomic classification is often based for trees. Many are
based on whether trees reproduce through seed or spore, on the shape of the leaves and seeds, the texture
of the bark, and sometimes root system as well [43]. All these distinguishing characteristics are too small
to be visible on aerial images or LiDAR point clouds of our resolution. Additionally, taxonomies in itself are
somewhat subjective, as for example the validity of the Ginkgophyta class as whole is not agreed on [93] and
even the definition of species is not universally accepted [43].

Data Imbalance

One of the set objectives was to see whether the impact of dataset imbalance could be weakened. First we
investigated the option of raising the frequency floor of species below which they would be excluded from
the training set. We see a strong relation between a higher frequency floor on the balanced accuracy: 0.22
for a floor of 10 occurrences per species, 0.53 for a floor of 1000. Part of this may be due to excluding some
very rare species that do not have enough training signal to be properly learned, but the literature suggests
that the ratio between the most common classes and most rare classes may also be important, not just the
absolute occurrences per species [11]. This experiment supports this claim by showing this trend, but the
trade-off of losing such a significant amount of species may be too costly for the ambitions of this application,
as too many species would be excluded.

A more subtle mechanism to counter this imbalance is post-hoc logit adjustment, which re-weights the
predictions by the class priors at inference time rather than discarding rare species from the training set
altogether [56]. Sweeping the temperature 7 confirmed that this directly trades head accuracy for tail ac-
curacy: at 7 = 1.0 the balanced accuracy rose by 15 percentage points while overall accuracy dropped by
8, with the gains concentrated in the middle and tail bins. This makes logit adjustment complementary to
the frequency floor: where raising the floor improves balanced accuracy by removing the hardest tail classes
from the evaluation entirely, logit adjustment retains all species and instead shifts the decision boundary to-
wards them, recovering tail recall without sacrificing taxonomic coverage. The appropriate choice therefore
depends on the application: a single 7 can be tuned after training to favour either overall accuracy on the
common species or balanced performance across the full long tail, without retraining the model.

Out-of-Distribution Tests

The model seems to generalise quite well to OOD species (32% accurate at the genus level for unseen species
only). It can therefore potentially be used in environments where tree species occur that have not been
labelled, which will most likely be the case in areas not included in the municipalities comprising the current
dataset. The OOD municipality test suggests that the intuition that there is an influence of source-specific
confounding variables is true, as the accuracy dropped by 0.19, and the balanced accuracy by 0.18. This
highlights the importance of including a variety of regions in the input data of the model, as this would
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5.2. LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

reduce bias towards confounds due to lighting conditions, differences in acquisition time and geographical
influences (e.g. soil type). This effect could be mitigated by normalising lighting values over sources, but we
leave the effectiveness of this to future research.

5.2 Limitations and Future Research

The current model is solely trained on images of individually cutout trees. With the recent rise of foundation
models, it seems reasonable to assume that using pretrained embeddings on general remote sensing data
would help increase a classification model such as the one presented in this study. The immensely dense
representations learned could help the model in distinguishing between species after fine-tuning on our
particular examples. Geospatial foundation models already exist, and some examples already show promise
in land cover classification [34] and species recognition [77, 21, 4], so a similar downstream task of individual
species classification seems to have potential, which could be investigated in future research.

In addition, we only used manually labelled trees as training input, gathered mostly in urban environ-
ments. Due to this, our model is biased towards urban tree species (which can also be seen in the drop in
performance in densely vegetated areas such as parks). It may be worthwhile to include more forested areas
in the input of the model, to see if the model can be used for more varied types of land cover. Self-supervised
methods might be of great use here, as labelling trees in forested areas can be even more time-consuming than
labelling urban trees. Moreover, self-supervised methods might be more robust to class imbalance [94, 49],
so their advantages can be leveraged even more given the skewed distribution of species occurrences.

Another limitation is that the accuracy of the individual tree cutouts is not perfect, and this might in-
fluence the quality of the image or point cloud of the tree. Although we did try to mitigate this effect by
excluding trees that had too few points in their point cloud (and were thus potentially wrongly segmented),
some trees could still be off-centre or partially cut off, and the polygon bounding mask may be missing
branches or including parts of the background. A solution to this problem that is supported in recent re-
search is to use Segment Anything Models [42] for segmenting the trees. SAMs have been shown to be
extremely capable of accurately segmenting trees, even in one-shot situations [79, 69]. Another idea is to
apply 3D segmentation based on the tree point clouds; this way the problem of overhanging canopies could
be mitigated by having separating margins that do not cut through vertically only, however, this would not
solve the impact of overhanging trees for aerial images. Still, more accurate segmentation of the trees will
lead to cleaner cutouts and clearer bounding boxes, and might greatly improve the accuracy on trees that are
harder to locate and more occluded.

An already mentioned upside of using the available open-source datasets is that these are updated quite
frequently, and older datasets can still be found. Another avenue of investigation would be to use multi-
temporal data. By having datasets of different years, a model might become more robust to variations in tree
size and lighting artefacts. For inference, data from multiple years can be used to inspect tree diversity over
time, and municipalities can use it to analyse whether their planting interventions work as planned.

None of the implemented taxonomic modules were successful in improving classification performance.
Part of this could be due to having too few visual similarities between sibling taxa on the scale of remote
sensing data. Many taxonomic distinctions are made on very fine-grained features, which are not visible on
aerial images and ALS LiDAR point clouds. The taxonomic information may therefore not be very informa-
tive for this type of data. Another idea would be to implement taxonomic lineages as embeddings similar
to bag-of-words embeddings, where sibling species are kept closer together in embedding space. These em-
beddings can be learned or fixed, and even hyperbolic embeddings can be used [31], as taxonomies (and any
tree-like structure) can be better represented in hyperbolic space as opposed to in Euclidean space. These
embeddings can be combined with entailment cones [28, 31], such that each finer level in the hierarchy is
contained in its parent region.
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CHAPTER 6

Conclusion

In this work, we have presented experiments on the scalability of individual tree species classification on a
country-wide basis. We have shown that classifying tree species using multimodal data is effective in lever-
aging more information from the trees and that decent performance can be obtained, reaching an accuracy
of 80% and a balanced accuracy of 32% across the full species set. On a similarly sized subset as the previ-
ous best implementation of NEO, we reach an improvement of 11 percentage points on balanced accuracy.
Performance is strongest on the most common species and on isolated, non-occluded trees. Due to the sheer
number of species present, some of which occur only very rarely, the model still struggles to correctly predict
the samples in the long tail of the species distribution.

Several of the imbalance-mitigation strategies we investigated trade performance on the head against
performance on the tail. Logit adjustment improved balanced accuracy by 15 percentage points at the cost
of 8 points of overall accuracy, while raising the frequency floor improved balanced accuracy by excluding
the hardest rare species altogether. Depending on the goals of a particular application, each of these meth-
ods offers its own advantages. The taxonomic training modules, by contrast, did not improve species-level
classification on any of the loss, architecture or target sides; taxonomy proved useful not for learning, but
at inference time, where graceful coarsening allows the model to base its predictions on confidence which
increases the usability of the model even when species-level predictions are imperfect.

Through these results we find support for the ambition of classifying tree species on a country-wide ba-
sis, at least one the size of the Netherlands, as they are promising especially when accounting for the small-
sized architectures and compute restrictions used. Leveraging large pre-trained embeddings from foundation
models, or using more potent encoding architectures, could scale these results to higher accuracy over more
samples, especially once the untapped bulk of unlabelled trees can be used to self-supervise the model. Never-
theless, even light-weight applications show potential, and continued progress on the long-tailed distribution
of species may allow such methods to fulfill this ambition.
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APPENDIX A

Example Tree Point Clouds

Point clouds — side view (Y/Z)
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Figure A.1: Example LiDAR point clouds of different tree species.
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APPENDIX B

Example Winter Aerial Image Cutouts

Winter aerial chips — RGB
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Figure B.1: Example RGB aerial images taken during winter of different tree species.
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Winter aerial chips — CIR (NIR/R/G)
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Figure B.2: Example false colour infrared aerial images taken during winter of different tree species.
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APPENDIX C

Example Summer Aerial Image Cutouts

Summer aerial chips — RGB
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Figure C.1: Example RGB aerial images taken during summer of different tree species.
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Summer aerial chips — CIR (NIR/R/G)
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Figure C.2: Example false colour infrared aerial images taken during summer of different tree species.
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APPENDIX D

Unimodal Architecture Diagrams

Aerial image Image do  Linear D Classifier Logits
—_— —_—> —_—> —_—>
(B, 5,224,224 Encoder — embed Head [B,C]

Figure D.1: Aerial-only model. A multi-channel orthophoto chip (RGB, NIR, and optional foreground mask)
is passed through an image encoder (Mobilenet_small_v3), projected to the shared embedding dimension D,
and classified.

Point cloud Points dp Linear D Classifier Logits
[B, N, 3] + feats Encoder — embed Head [B,C]

Figure D.2: Point-cloud-only model. The per-tree point cloud (XYZ plus intensity / relative-return features)
is passed through a points encoder (default PointNet++) that produces a global feature vector of size d,,
projected to D and classified.
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APPENDIX E

Additional Fusion Architecture Diagrams

Image Aerial proj.

Encoder — D \
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Figure E.1: Fusion model — contrastive variant. The two projected embeddings are concatenated and pro-
jected back to D before the classifier. A separate pair of Lo-normalised projection heads feed a symmetric
InfoNCE loss (dashed) that pulls the aerial and point-cloud embeddings of the same tree together in a shared
hyperspherical space. The objective has no forward path to the classifier; instead it back-propagates into the
shared embeddings a, p (grey feedback arrow) — the same vectors the concat fusion and classifier reuse — so
it regularises the classifier features only indirectly and at training time.

Aux head
(mean of tokens)
p  modality dropout (train)

Image AdaptivePool Linear + pos.
Encoder TXT — tokens + type \ Joint

[CLS] » Transformer

/ Encoder xL
Tree points —— Points Group feats Linear + pos.

Encoder + centroids — tokens + type

\]
Aux head
(mean of tokens)

Aerial chip

[CLs] ||
mean || max

Classifier

— Logits
Head

Figure E.2: Fusion model — spatial cross-attention variant. Aerial spatial features are pooled to a 7x7 grid and
tokenised; point-cloud group features are tokenised with their centroid positions. After adding positional and
type embeddings (and optional modality dropout) the union of tokens with a learned [CLS] is fed through
a joint Transformer encoder. The fused representation is read out as the concatenation of [CLS], mean and
max pools of the modality tokens, then classified. Auxiliary heads on the mean of each branch’s projected
tokens (dashed) keep both encoders supervised on the representation the transformer actually consumes.
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APPENDIX F

Taxonomy of Tree Species

Taxonomic Level
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a pendul® i
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!
Figure F.1: Distribution of taxonomic classes in our labelled dataset, shown in rings where each layer is a

taxonomic level, ordered from kingdom (centre) to species (outside edges). The size of each taxon is scaled
relative to the frequency of each taxon in the dataset.
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APPENDIX G

Per Municipality Metrics

Municipality # samples # species Accuracy Balanced accuracy Mean Confidence
Alblasserdam 331 53 0.7885 0.5851 0.8590
Albrandswaard 598 77 0.8378 0.6242 0.8680
Amersfoort 3088 132 0.8491 0.5082 0.9028
Amsterdam 13688 211 0.7694 0.3431 0.8154
Apeldoorn 4527 106 0.8361 0.4424 0.8924
Arnhem 2369 121 0.7986 0.5013 0.8686
Assen 2986 88 0.8617 0.4565 0.8966
Barendrecht 1042 84 0.8983 0.7168 0.8993
Delft 1881 106 0.7682 0.4856 0.8419
Den Haag 7215 198 0.7211 0.3399 0.7816
Dordrecht 1 397 61 0.8413 0.5653 0.9199
Dordrecht 2 2722 113 0.8170 0.4657 0.8696
Dronten 1100 87 0.9027 0.6910 0.9278
Ede 870 30 0.8782 0.6683 0.9334
Eindhoven 6611 154 0.8282 0.4995 0.8722
Groningen 7632 152 0.7331 0.3778 0.8075
Haarlem-Zandvoort 3192 131 0.7027 0.4008 0.7870
Hengelo 1834 99 0.8103 0.4465 0.8705
Hilversum 1805 136 0.7518 0.4943 0.8262
Kempen 1 1683 61 0.8283 0.4302 0.8924
Kempen 2 2589 72 0.8521 0.4996 0.9074
Leeuwarden 156 33 0.7051 0.5267 0.8285
Lelystad 1032 81 0.5833 0.3150 0.6768
Nijmegen 3662 143 0.7835 0.3940 0.8421
Ouder-Amstel 352 46 0.6335 0.5287 0.7856
Papendrecht 168 34 0.8274 0.5629 0.8602
Ridderkerk 1143 94 0.8215 0.5625 0.8614
Sliedrecht 298 67 0.6644 0.4759 0.8160
Sudwest-Fryslan 2555 94 0.7804 0.4844 0.8583
Tilburg 6151 142 0.8498 0.4790 0.8909
Utrecht 7615 150 0.8004 0.4050 0.8654
Velsen 831 79 0.7653 0.5671 0.8203
Zaanstad 2435 108 0.8045 0.5242 0.8398
Zoetermeer 2433 102 0.8545 0.6345 0.8850
Zundert 943 24 0.9109 0.4892 0.9431

Table G.1: Statistics and performance metrics per municipality.
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APPENDIX H

Per Species Metrics

Species | Support # Predicted Recall Precision Mean Confidence
QUERO 18405 19240 0.9156 0.8759 0.9180
FRXEX 9250 9787 0.8752 0.8272 0.8891
TILVU 5406 5785 0.8892 0.8309 0.8994
PLTHY 4633 4740 0.9719 0.9500 0.9729
ACRPP 3521 3780 0.7291 0.6791 0.7800
FAUSY 3379 3553 0.8390 0.7979 0.8762
ALUGL 3075 3097 0.7317 0.7265 0.7939
POPCA 2920 3179 0.8627 0.7924 0.8708
BETPE 2840 3115 0.7461 0.6803 0.7933
ULMHO 2749 2886 0.7796 0.7426 0.8200
FRXAX 12 7 0.2500 0.4286 0.7661
CTLSP 12 3 0.1667 0.6667 0.7979
PRNDO 12 2 0.0833 0.5000 0.3335
PIUST 12 5 0.2500 0.6000 0.6383
ACRCS 11 6 0.4545 0.8333 0.6186
TILFL 10 7 0.6000 0.8571 0.6433
CYLAV 10 2 0.1000 0.5000 0.5334
MAGSO 10 5 0.2000 0.4000 0.6173
SOUTH 10 2 0.0000 0.0000 0.4194
AECPV 10 2 0.0000 0.0000 0.4504
CIPCO 1 1 0.0000 0.0000 0.5943
QUEEL 1 0 0.0000 NaN 0.3414
CUYCV 1 1 1.0000 1.0000 0.4887
PTFRH 1 0 0.0000 NaN 0.3335
PRNNI 1 0 0.0000 NaN 0.2406
FRXXA 1 0 0.0000 NaN 0.4531
IUPCH 1 0 0.0000 NaN 0.7311
IUupCO 1 0 0.0000 NaN 0.1142
IUPVI 1 0 0.0000 NaN 0.6246
THJDO 1 0 0.0000 NaN 0.6265

Table H.1: Performance per Species. The rows are binned by 10 species from the head, 10 from the middle and
10 from the tail section of the frequency distribution (given by the support). Note that for some species there
are NaN values, this occurs for species that are not predicted at inference and some metrics can therefore not
be calculated.
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APPENDIX I

Accuracy and Loss Curves
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Figure I.1: Training and validation accuracy, balanced accuracy and loss curves. Note that for the aerial and
point cloud models these are collected from 10% subset run, while the fusion model curves are from the
complete-dataset run.
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APPENDIX J

Taxonomy Hyperparameter Sweeps

Function Value A Accuracy A Balanced Accuracy
Baseline 0.0 0.26 0.05
0.1 0.31 0.05
Taxonomic label smoothing | 0.2 0.28 0.05
0.3 0.30 0.05
0.1 0.28 0.05
Multi-head classification 0.3 0.31 0.05
0.5 0.28 0.05
0.1 0.29 0.04
Taxonomic embedding 0.3 0.29 0.06
0.5 0.28 0.05
1.0 0.28 0.05

Table J.1: Swept hyperparameter values for the taxonomic functions. The selected value for each of the
taxonomic functions, based on the accuracy and balanced accuracy metrics, is given in bold. These results
were obtained on a ~ 1% subset of the dataset.
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APPENDIX K

AHN Data Collection Areas

AHN4 AHNS5

(a) Areas over which AHN4 was (b) Areas over which AHN5 was (c) Areas over which AHNG6 was col-
collected [78]. collected [78]. lected [78].
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