Inventory of models, tools and input parameters for GIS/RS assisted slope hazard
zonation using LiDAR data
supervisor: Harry Seijmonsbergen
Over the last decade or so LiDAR (Laser altimetry) models are available at (sub) meter
resolution. This means that Land Surface Parameters (LSPs) can be extracted at high detail. This
would suggest that input for (GIS-supported) slope stability models should lead to reliable hazard
zonation maps. Goal of this essay is to get an overview of models, tools used in GIS software and
the input parameters necessary to come to a reliable output. Scale is therefore an important issue
and the parameters necessary at various scales. This literature study may lead to a prototype GIS
model which used LiDAR data as a basis for slope hazard zonation in mountain areas at semidetailed scales.
Literature to get started:
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Corrected Proof, Available online 8 July 2009.
G. Metternicht, L. Hurni, R. Gogu (2005) Remote sensing of landslides: An analysis of
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Review of change detection using multi-temporal LiDAR data
supervisor: Harry Seijmonsbergen
LiDAR data provide detailed surface and terrain information in landscapes. Especially in
inaccessible areas – such as in mountains – new possibilities and therefore new techniques for
analyzing temporal changes in land cover and landform. Raw data handling, statistical
interpolation, smoothing and other pre-analysis is necessary before actual change analysis can be
made. In what way does this type of analysis differ from existing techniques of land cover
change? What applications have been used already? What software and hardware is necessary to
handle the large datasets?
Literature to get started:
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How are activity sensors being used to classify animal behaviour?
supervisor: Judy Shamoun-Baranes
Numerous types of activity sensors can be attached to animals, GPS loggers, heart rate monitors,
dive depth recorders, pressure sensors, accelerometers etc. Sensors can be used to monitor
movement and specific activities. The aim of this essay is to review what techniques are
available to monitor behaviour in free ranging animals and what methods are used to classify
different behaviours. The findings of this essay may help us find the right tools to classify
different aspects of behaviour during our research.
Literature to get started:




Miller, P. J. O., Johnson, M. P., Tyack, P. L. and Terray, E. A. (2004). Swimming gaits,
passive drag and buoyancy of diving sperm whales Physeter macrocephalus. J Exp Biol
207, 1953-1967.
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Town or city: How do urban ecosystems differ from the rural surroundings?
supervisor: Judy Shamoun-Baranes
Urban ecosystems differ in many respects from rural areas, e.g. through climate, noise levels,
presence of predators, extent and fragmentation of suitable habitat. These differences are
however not equally important for every species. Some bird species, for instance, dwell
succesfully in urban environments, while other (sometimes seemingly quite similar) species are
more succesfull in rural areas. There are also examples of changing patterns over time. This study
should focus on a limited group of bird species and, with respect to these, provide an overview of
the key aspects of the urban environment which makes it suitable for reproduction and/or
foraging.
Literature to get started:




M.L. McKinney (2002) Urbanization, Biodiversity, and Conservation. Bioscience 52,
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Key ecological questions addressed in the last decade using telemetry (radio,
satellite, GPS)
supervisor: Judy Shamoun-Baranes
Via telemetry the movements of individual animals can be recorded in detail. However, it is not
trivial to generalize these movement data and link them to applied ecological questions,
behavioural or physiological theory. This study should find studies that did succeed in
establishing this link and make an overview of important ecological questions and theories that
have investigated successfully by using telemetry data. The essential features of the telemetry
data for the respective questions (like observation frequency, global reception) could also be
addressed in this study.
Literature to get started:





T. Alerstam (2006) Conflicting Evidence About Long-Distance Animal Navigation.
Science 313, 791-794.
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An inventory of explanatory variables in species distribution models
supervisor: Emiel van Loon
In macro-ecology the use of so-called Species Distribution Models (SDMs) has become very
popular. SDMs are usually static and data driven models that predict the occurrence of a species
by a set of explanatory varialbes. A critique which applies to many SDM-studies is that the
correlative models don't lead to any new ecological insights. An aspect which is of large
importance to the interpretation of SDMs is the prior selection of the environmental variables to
be considered as explanatory variables. If just easily available variables (e.g. climate, soil,
vegetation from satellite images) are included while there is no ecological reason to do so,
chances to learn anything from the result are obviously quite low. This essay investigates whether
the application of this so-called lazy variable selection is widespread in the current SDM studies.
It also establishes which environmental variables are most frequently included in SDMs. The
essay focuses on a consistent species group, like birds, higher plants or butterflies.
Literature to get started:




M. Austin (2007) Species distribution models and ecological theory: A critical assessment
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Measuring specialisation of birds
supervisor: Emiel van Loon
In behavioural or community ecology, species are often characterized as specialists or generalists
on the basis of their food choice or habitats in which they live. The purpose of this essay is to find
out how the degree of specialisation is usually measured for bird species.
Literature to get started:
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Water availability at continental scale
supervisor: Willem Bouten
In the past, a lot of hydrological research is carried out at field scale or catchment scale to assess
components of the water balance. Measurements are carried out to determine the properties of the
system and to validate the model. However, as a result of globalization, often questions are
nowadays asked at the scale of continents. Therefore, models are run on the basis of existing data.
The essay can focus on different aspects: the complexity of the models used, data availability or
data quality, the type of conclusions that can be drawn, model validation or model accuracy at the
continental scale. It would also be possible to take a specific continent and specific question and
to evaluate the methodologies to answer this question, such as: quantify the spatio-temporal
dynamics of fresh water in Africa.
Literature to get started:





Lehner B, Doll P, Alcamo J, Henrichs T, Kaspar F, 2006, Estimating the impact of global
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Spatio-temporal dynamics of thermal convection
supervisor: Willem Bouten
Large birds such as raptors of storks use thermal convection to stay in the air without flapping
their wings. They use the rising airs both for local (hinting) flights and for migration over long
distances. To be able to understand the behavior of these birds we first have to better understand
the occurrence of thermals and convection in relation to the landscape properties and
meteorological conditions. In short, on a sunny day, the sun heats the earth surface and the
absorbed energy is either returned as latent or sensible heat flux to the atmosphere. The sensible
heat warms up the air thus causing thermals. The essay can focus on measurement techniques to
assess thermal convection or on models that are used to describe or predict convection. It can
focus on the local scale or at the migration scale, depending on the interest of the student.
Literature to get started:
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Environmental conditions that apparently impede soaring bird migration
supervisor: Willem Bouten
In 2008 and 2009 we have studied the migration of Honey Buzzards. These birds breed in the
Netherlands and migrate to their wintering grounds in tropical rainforest in Africa. During
migration they are dependent on atmospheric convection (thermal activity). While crossing the
Sahara birds always seem to fly along the shortest route to their destiny. They only show a slight
drift, probably due to side winds. Only rarely a very distinct change of behavior has been
registered. A bird can suddenly turn 180 degrees and go back while passing the Sahara. This
behavior is not understood. We hypothesize that this may have to do with sand or dust storms, but
we still don’t know.
This literature review identifies the possibilities to assess the occurrence of sand or dust storms.
The review can focus on the use of remote sensing, and the availability of images but it could
also focus on models that have been developed to predict sandstorms at the scale of our interest.
Literature to get started:
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Evaluation of model differences by intercomparison studies
supervisor: Willem Bouten
The Project for Intercomparison of Land-surface Parameterization Schemes (PILPS) is a project
designed to improve the parameterization of the continental surface, especially the hydrological,
energy, momentum, and carbon exchanges with the atmosphere. It concerns the intercomparison
and validation of different models. After 15 years of research it is worth it to evaluate what we
have learned from such an extensive programme on which unmerous scientists have worked
together. The essay can focus of the differences between the models, on the type and value of
measurements that are used to assess the quality of the models or on the methodology of model
comparison, possibly in relation to other model comparison activities.
Literature to get started:
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implications from phase 1(c) of the Project for Intercomparison of Land-Surface
Parametrization Schemes, Climate Dynamics 15(9):673-384

