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Abstract: Tree height and vertical forest structure are important attributes in forestry, but
their traditional measurement or assessment in the field is expensive, time-consuming, and
often inaccurate. One of the main advantages of using remote sensing data to estimate
vertical forest structure is the ability to obtain accurate data for larger areas in a more
time- and cost-efficient manner. Temporal changes are also important for estimating and
analysing tree heights, and in many countries, national airborne laser scanning (ALS)
surveys have been conducted either only once or at specific, longer intervals, whereas aerial
surveys are more often arranged in cycles with shorter intervals. In this study, we reviewed
all freely available national airborne remote sensing data describing three-dimensional
forest structures in Slovenia and compared them with traditional field measurements in
an area dominated by uneven-aged forests. The comparison of ALS and digital aerial
photogrammetry (DAP) data revealed that freely available national ALS data provide
better estimates of dominant forest heights, vertical structural diversity, and their changes
compared to cyclic DAP data, but they are still useful due to their temporally dense data.
Up-to-date data are very important for forest management and the study of forest resilience
and resistance to disturbance. Based on field measurements (2013 and 2023) and all remote
sensing data, dominant and maximum heights are statistically significantly higher in
uneven-aged forests than in mature, even-aged forests. Canopy height diversity (CHD)
information, derived from lidar ALS and DAP data, has also proven to be suitable for
distinguishing between even-aged and uneven-aged forests. The CHDALS 2023 was 1.64,
and the CHDCAS 2022 was 1.38 in uneven-aged stands, which were statistically significantly
higher than in even-aged forest stands.

Keywords: uneven-aged forest; freely available national airborne remote sensing data; lidar;
aerial photography; dominant height; canopy height diversity; periodic annual increment

1. Introduction
The height of trees is an important attribute in forestry, but its traditional field mea-

surement is expensive, time-consuming and often imprecise [1]. Furthermore, the use of
comprehensive data derived from field measurements to evaluate the vertical structure of
uneven-aged forest stands is a laborious and costly endeavour. This is primarily due to the
substantial demands of fieldwork, particularly when numerous stands necessitate surveys
in extensive forest areas [2]. A further challenge inherent in field measurement pertains to
the objectivity of data collection by individual teams [3]. Similarly, the vertical structure of
a forest is an important component in forest management planning [4]. The vertical forest
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structure can be described by the representation of the vertical layers of vegetation [5]. One
of the main advantages of using remote sensing data to estimate vertical forest structure
is the ability to obtain accurate data for larger areas in a more time- and cost-efficient
manner [6,7]. Estimating tree height and vertical structure using remote sensing data is
very useful for improving the comparability of data retrieved from different areas and
shortening periods without data resulting from the multi-year intervals between successive
forest inventories [8]. In particular, the use of airborne laser scanning (ALS) data enables
systematic and reliable estimations of tree heights and changes in tree heights over large
areas. Estimating tree heights under optimal conditions with remote sensing data can also
be more accurate and efficient than traditional field measurements using triangulation
techniques [9]. This also applies to the evaluation of other stand parameters in forests with
irregular topography and unfavourable weather conditions, where fieldwork is much more
challenging [7].

Temporal changes are also important for estimating and analysing tree heights, and in
many countries, national ALS surveys have been conducted either only once or at specific
longer intervals [10], while aerial surveys are more often arranged in cycles with shorter
intervals. Timeliness in forestry is particularly important when applying precise man-
agement practises, as rapid structural changes can occur due to both abiotic and biotic
disturbances [11]. Therefore, the use of a photogrammetric point cloud derived from cyclic
aerial photography is an alternative to ALS data [12,13]. One of the disadvantages of
monitoring forest stands with ALS data is the current high cost of acquisition and process-
ing [8,14]. Aerial photography is more affordable, and sequential or cyclic aerial surveys
have been introduced in many areas in Europe [8]. Aerial surveys are also conducted with
increasing overlap between two adjacent images (e.g., with a longitudinal overlap greater
than 70% [15]), which can produce a higher-quality photogrammetric point cloud.

With the automatic processing of aerial images and advances in computer technology,
it is possible to extract information about the height of objects and, thus, the canopy height
from aerial images [16]. A photogrammetric point cloud, which is derived from aerial
images using image-matching technology, can be generated to represent the upper part of
the tree canopy surface [8]. The height of the trees above the surface can be determined (re-
ferred to as the normalisation of the photogrammetric point cloud) by subtracting the ALS
digital terrain model (DTM) from the digital aerial photogrammetry (DAP) digital surface
model (DSM) [12]. In this study, the used DSM was created in Slovenia from national ALS
data [17], as photogrammetric DTMs are often not accurate enough in forested areas [14].
ALS and DAP data are suitable for estimating height and vertical structural changes at the
stand and individual tree levels [18]. Examples of small differences in canopy height estima-
tion using ALS and DAP data have been presented by e.g., Gobakken et al. [19] and Rahlf
et al. [20]. Due to the lower cost of DAP-based canopy height model (CHM) generation,
Fassnacht et al. [21] found an increased interest in its use among forest surveyors, forest
managers, district foresters, and forest owners in Southern and Central Europe. Fassnacht
et al. [21] also point out the importance of using CHMs from several different sources to
provide up-to-date data in an operational practice.

In the present study, we investigated the possibility of determining tree heights, ver-
tical diversity, and height changes using freely available national cyclic DAP and ALS
data, which could also be used in operational practice. Currently, the use of ALS data is
often limited to a few study cases due to high data costs, the limited availability of remote
sensing data over large areas, and, to some extent, resistance from forest practitioners [22].
In this study, we aim to address how practical challenges in forestry align with attributes
that match the spatial scales and thematic information requirements of end users, which
Fassnacht et al. [23] name as one of the key future challenges in increasing the accept-
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ability, suitability, and integration of remote sensing data into operational inventory and
monitoring programmes.

The analysis was conducted in an area dominated by uneven-aged forests [24–26].
While even-aged forests still dominate across Europe [27], numerous studies [28,29] have
highlighted the importance of addressing these disturbances. Specifically, they emphasise
the need to convert uniform forests into structurally diverse ones to enhance resilience,
resistance, and biodiversity, particularly in forests with silver fir at higher altitudes [30].

In this study, we review all freely available national airborne remote sensing data
describing the three-dimensional structure of forests in Slovenia. Most previous studies
have used remote sensing data to obtain plot-wide height data (e.g., Stepper, Straub,
and Pretzsch [8]), but in this study, we wanted to test the possibility of calculating the
dominant tree height based on the individual trees detected in the plot—just like in field
measurements. The dominant height is defined as the average height of a fixed number of
trees in relation to the spatial unit with the largest diameters at breast height (top height)
or the highest height (predominant height) [31]. Values of 40 to 100 trees/ha are most
commonly used [31]. The dominant height is used in forestry, for example, to assess stand
productivity [31,32] and stand growth [33], and it is also used as a standardised measure
for comparing the growth potential of different forest stands [26].

DAP data were selected because they are usually recorded at denser time intervals
and because the recordings are taken with increasing overlap of adjacent images (up to 70
or even 80%) [15]. ALS data were used because of their general suitability for determining
the vertical structure diversity of the forest and the heights of the trees. In this study, we
wanted to demonstrate the use of freely available national DAP and ALS data with a lower
resolution and point density than could be collected for smaller areas with more precise
remote sensing techniques [11,34,35].

The main aim of the study is to improve the detection of tree heights and their changes,
as well as differences in vertical structure in areas where uneven-aged forests are prevalent.
The study’s findings are conducive to the development of forest management strategies
that are more resilient to climatic change, and which support the sustainable management
of forests in Slovenia and other regions worldwide.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

The analysis of canopy height changes was carried out based on canopy height models
(CHMs) obtained from DAP, ALS, and field measurements in the Pahernik Forest Estate
(Figure 1). This extends into the northeastern part of Slovenia (located in the transition
zone between Central and South-eastern Europe [29]) on the Drava–Pohorje mountain
range between the Drava River in the north and the Pohorje Ridge in the south. The study
area is dominated by the heterogeneous slopes of the northern part of the Drava-Pohorje
mountain range. The lowest altitude of the forest property is 350 m, and the highest is
1543 m. The Pahernik property is located in an area where Alpine and Pannonian climates
intersect [36]. This study area was chosen due to its diverse forest structure [24–26] and
its history of planned forest management spanning over a century [37], which has led to
the development of uneven-aged forest structures. In addition to the primary focus on
uneven-aged forests, the site was selected because it also contains areas of even-aged forests.
These forests are now being managed on a small-area basis, gradually transforming from
even-aged to increasingly uneven-aged structures. In addition, a denser systematic sample
grid of permanent sample plots (250 × 250 m) is available than in the surrounding forests,
for which the Slovenian Forest Service has drawn up a detailed estate plan (2014–2023)
based on field measurements [36].
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Figure 1. The Pahernik estate, which represents the study area, with marked permanent sample plots.

In the forests of the Pahernik forest estate, the dominant tree species is Norway spruce
(Picea abies), comprising 71% of the growing stock in 2013 and 68% of the growing stock in
2023, followed by European beech (Fagus sylvatica), comprising 13% in 2013 and 14% in
2023, and silver fir (Abies alba), comprising 11% in 2013 and 13% in 2023 [26,38]. The three
most prevalent tree species on the property are all autochthonous in the area. Historically,
Norway spruce has been more extensively promoted in the study area compared to Euro-
pean beech, as is also typical for many Slovenian forests due to Norway spruce commercial
timber value [28]. These three tree species are also dominant in Slovenian forests [39]. The
area of the forests in the study area is 570.1 ha.

2.2. Data Acquisition and Preparation
2.2.1. Field Measurement of Tree Heights

Tree height measurements were collected from 88 permanent concentric sample plots
located in uneven-aged and mature even-aged forests, each with a radius of 12.61 m (500 m2

area), in 2013 and 2023 by the Slovenia Forest Service (SFS) [36,38]. The SFS is a public
institution in Slovenia that is responsible for the preparation of forest management plans
for all Slovenian forests [40]. The data used in this study were collected within stand-wise
and plot-wise forest inventories. For the latter, the SFS has a dense sampling network
throughout the whole country, and plots are re-measured every 10 years [40]. Trees with a
diameter at breast height (DBH) of at least 30 cm are measured on 500 m2 plots, and trees
with a DBH of at least 10 cm on 200 m2 plots. The coordinates of the centre of each plot
were measured using a handheld GNSS receiver. The location of each tree was determined
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by the distance from the centre of the plot and the azimuth, which is the angle between the
north and the location of the tree. The sample plots were then explicitly positioned based
on manual correction between the location of the canopy trees determined from the field
measurements and the same trees identified on the generated lidar CHM [26].

In 2013, the heights of all trees in the canopy were measured. A total of 720 tree heights
were measured, with an average of 8 tree heights and a maximum of 19 tree heights per
sample plot. In 2023, 7 trees were measured in the canopy on each plot (in plots with less
than 7 trees in total, all tree heights were measured). In 2023, a total of 457 tree heights were
measured, with an average of 6 trees per plot. Tree heights were measured using a Vertex
ultrasonic hypsometer. For the trees in the canopy (253) that were not measured in 2023,
the tree height was calculated using the height curve models [8].

2.2.2. Remote Sensing Data

The first Slovenian national ALS was carried out in 2014–2015, and the second is
being carried out from 2023 to 2025. The first digital surface model for the entirety of
Slovenia was created from 2017 to 2019 from cyclic aerial survey data. In this study,
we analysed freely available national ALS—Laser scanning of Slovenia (LSS) data from
2014 [41] (acquired in late September and early October at the time of tree foliage) and 2023
(acquired in late September and early October at the time of tree foliage) [42], as well as
cyclic aerial survey data (CAS) from 2019 [43] and 2022 [44] (both acquired in spring at the
time of tree foliage). The provider of the LSS and CAS data is the Surveying and Mapping
Authority of the Republic of Slovenia. The ALS of Slovenia in 2014 was conducted using a
Eurocopter EC 120B helicopter, with flight heights ranging from 1200 to 1400 m above the
ground. The lidar system comprised a RIEGL LMS-Q780 laser scanner and a positioning
and orientation system (differential GNSS Novatel OEMV-3, INS IGI Aerocontrol Mark
II rotation measurement system (E 256 Hz)). The average recording density was 5 points
per m2 [45].

In 2023, ALS was carried out using a Diamond Aircraft Industries DA42; OE-FFC.
A RIEGL VQ-78IIS laser scanner and a Sepentrio AsteRx4 GNSS Receiver, as well as an
AEC-Compact Inertial Measurement Unit, were used. [46]. The prevailing flight altitude
was 1200 m. The average recording density was 21 points/m2. The canopy height model
(CHM) with a resolution of 1 m from the lidar data of 2014 was created by Kobler [47].
For the 2023 lidar data, we obtained the DSM and DTM from the Surveying and Mapping
Authority and created the CHM for the entire study area by subtracting the DTM from
the DSM.

We also used DSMs obtained by image matching with a point density of at least
1 point/m2 [48] from the Cyclic Aerial Survey of Slovenia 2019 [43] and 2022 [44] projects.
Two CHMs with a spatial resolution of 1 m were generated by subtracting the DTM from
the lidar data with a pixel size of 1 m from the two DSMs obtained from the CAS data to
obtain the CAS 2019 and CAS 2022 canopy height models.

2.3. Data Analysis
2.3.1. Analysis of Field Measurements

The 88 permanent sample plots, which were in the mature forest area, were then
classified as even-aged or uneven-aged using the Shannon–Wiener diversity index based
on the basal area of tree species by 10 cm diameter class. pi is the proportion of basal area
per hectare of trees in each DBH class to the total basal area (Equation (1)):

H′ = −∑ piln (pi), (1)
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We classified plots with a Shannon–Wiener index above 1.3 into the uneven-aged
plots. The dividing line was reasonably adjusted based on analyses of forests in the
Pohorje area [24,26,49] and visual inspections of the lidar point cloud data in the area of
the permanent sampling plots.

The determination of the dominant height of trees was made for each permanent
sample plot, with this being achieved by considering the 100 highest trees per hectare [32].
We also indicated the maximum tree height for each plot. The dominant and maximum tree
heights obtained from field measurements were then compared with those obtained from
remote sensing data. We also investigated the differences in parameter estimates between
even-aged and uneven-aged forest stands. Since the variables were normally distributed
and homogeneity of variances was confirmed, differences between the groups were tested
using a Two-Sample t-test.

2.3.2. Extraction of Tree Heights from National ALS and DAP Data

In each canopy height model (LSS 2014, LSS 2023, CAS 2019, and CAS 2022), we
searched for local maxima considering circular neighbourhood associations with a radius
of 3 m, which was determined based on measurements of tree canopy radii for prevalent
species in the area, as resented by Pretzsch et al. [50], and which has already been used
in the Pohorje area [26]. We then detected tree height data and thus generated a digital
model of the treetops. The determination of the dominant height of trees was made for
each permanent sample plot, with this being achieved by considering the 100 highest trees
per hectare [32]. For each plot, we have also presented the maximum heights of all used
remote sensing data (LSS2014, LSS2023, CAS 2019, and CAS 2022). We also investigated the
differences in parameter estimates between even-aged and uneven-aged forest stands. If
the variables were normally distributed and homogeneity of variances was confirmed, the
Two-Sample t-test was used; otherwise, the Wilcoxon rank sum test was used (dominant
and maximum tree height based on CAS 2022).

The dominant and maximum tree heights obtained from field measurements were
then compared with those obtained from remote sensing data. We used Person’s correlation
coefficient because all variables were linearly related. All variables except dominant and
maximum tree height based on CAS 2022 were also normally distributed, and the latter
two variables were also nearly normally distributed.

2.3.3. Canopy Height Diversity Analysis

All four CHMs were classified into 5 m height classes. The first class included tree
heights from 0 to 5 m, and the last class comprised tree heights above 40 m. These proposed
height classes have already been applied in the Pohorje area [26,49], where the studied
site is located. The CHDs were then calculated based on the height classes in the 500 m2

area of the sample plot (Equation (2)). The pi value represents the proportion of the area of
each height class to the total area of the permanent sample plot. The CHDs were calculated
for all studied CHMs (LSS 2014, LSS 2023, CAS 2019, and CAS 2022). We chose to use the
CHD based on CAS and LSS CHMs to estimate the vertical structure, as this allows for a
comparable analysis between LSS and CAS since the CAS data represent the upper part
of the canopy surface [8]. In the Pohorje region, the CHDCHM from lidar data has already
proven to be suitable for assessing the diversity of vertical forest structures [26]. We also
investigated the differences in parameter estimates between even-aged and uneven-aged
forest stands. If the variables were normally distributed and homogeneity of variances was
found, the Two-Sample t-test was used; otherwise, the Wilcoxon rank sum test was used
(LSS 2023 and CAS 2022 CHDs).

CHDCHM = −∑ piln(pi), (2)
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2.3.4. Detection and Analysis of Changes in the Dominant Heights of Trees

The analysis of changes in the dominant height was estimated at the level of permanent
sample plots for field measurements (Equation (3)), ALS data (Equation (4), Figure 2) and
aerial survey data (Equation (5), Figure 2). The periodic annual increments (PAIs) of the
dominant heights were calculated for each permanent sample plot. PAIs were calculated
by dividing the dominant heights in the sample plot by the number of periods of shoot
elongation [8]. We also investigated the differences in PAI estimates between even-aged
and uneven-aged forest stands. Since the data are not normally distributed, we used the
Wilcoxon rank sum test to determine whether there were differences between the medians
of the PAIs calculated from all three data sources.

PAI
(

hdom( f ield)

)
=

hdom( f ield) (2023)− hdom( f ield)(2013)
10

, (3)

PAI
(

hdom(LSS)

)
=

hdom(LSS) (2023)− hdom(LSS)(2014)
9

, (4)

PAI
(

hdom(CAS)

)
=

hdom(CAS) (2022)− hdom(CAS)(2019)
3

, (5)

Spatial analyses were conducted using ArcMap 10.8 [51], and statistical analyses were
executed and graphs were constructed using R 4.4.1 software [52].
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3. Results
3.1. Analyses of Dominant and Maximum Tree Heights and Canopy Height Diversity Derived from
Field Measurements, Lidar Data, and Cyclic Aerial Survey Data

The hdom obtained from the 2013 field measurements was strongly correlated with the
hdom obtained from the 2014 lidar data and the CAS data (the Pearson correlation coefficient,
r, ranged from 0.7 to 0.8, p < 0.001), as was the hmax (Figure 3). The hdom derived from the
2023 field measurements showed a slightly lower but still high correlation with the hdom

derived from the 2023 lidar data (r = 0.68, p < 0.001) and the 2022 cyclic aerial survey data
(r = 0.65, p < 0.001), while the maximum heights derived in the 2022–2023 period showed
a higher correlation (the Pearson correlation coefficient ranged from 0.7 to 0.8, p < 0.001))
(Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Scatter (lower triangle) and density (diagonal) plots as well as Pearson correlation coeffi-
cients (r) and p-values for hdom (a,b) and hmax (c,d) calculated from various time periods.

In the Pahernik Forest Estate, we further analysed 51 permanent sample plots classified
as uneven-aged forests, and 37 plots classified as even-aged forests. Figure 4 shows an
example of the even-aged and uneven-aged forests in the permanent sample plot area. hdom

and hmax increased slightly based on the 2013–2023 field measurements and the 2014–2023
lidar data (Table 1). With the CAS data, we could not detect this increase, and especially
in 2022, the estimates of hdom and hmax from CAS were much lower than those from field
measurements and lidar data (Table 1). hdom was statistically significantly higher in uneven-
aged forests for all data sources (Table 1). Similarly, hmax was statistically significantly
higher in uneven-aged forests for all measurements (Table 1).
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Table 1. hdom and hmax derived from data canopy heights models using field measurements (2013
and 2023), lidar data (2014 and 2023) and cyclic aerial surveys (2019 and 2022). Standard deviations
(SD1—hdom; SD2—hmax) and statistical tests and their significance are also presented.

hdom (m) SD1 (m) Statistical Test and
p Value (hdom) hmax (m) SD2 (m) Statistical Test and

p Value (hmax)

Field 2013 Even-aged 28.7 6.3 Two-Sample t-test 31.6 6.7 Two-Sample t-test
Uneven-aged 31.6 4.6 p < 0.05 35.8 5.6 p < 0.01

LSS 2014 Even-aged 28.6 6.0 Two-Sample t-test 32.5 5.7 Two-Sample t-test
Uneven-aged 31.4 5.5 p < 0.05 35.8 6.4 p < 0.05

CAS 2019 Even-aged 27.0 6.0 Two-Sample t-test 29.8 5.7 Two-Sample t-test
Uneven-aged 29.9 5.8 p < 0.05 33.1 6.4 p < 0.05

Field 2023 Even-aged 30.2 5.3 Two-Sample t-test 33.0 5.1 Two-Sample t-test
Uneven-aged 32.2 4.5 p < 0.05 36.3 5.2 p < 0.01

LSS 2023 Even-aged 29.0 5.4 Two-Sample t-test 32.8 5.4 Two-Sample t-test
Uneven-aged 32.0 6.2 p < 0.05 35.9 6.5 p < 0.05

CAS 2022 Even-aged 26.1 6.3 Wilcoxon rank sum test 28.9 6.2 Wilcoxon rank sum test
Uneven-aged 28.8 7.3 p < 0.05 32.4 7.5 p < 0.01

The CHDs derived from all four data sources were statistically significantly higher in
the uneven-aged forests (Table 2). The standard deviation was higher for the calculated
CHDs from the cyclic aerial survey data (2019 and 2022) than from the lidar data (2014 and
2023). All CHD estimates using LSS data were higher than CHD estimates using CAS data
(Table 2).
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Table 2. Canopy height diversity derived from data canopy heights models using lidar data (2014
and 2023) and cyclic aerial surveys (2019 and 2022).

Mean SD Statistical Test and p Value

LSS 2014 Even-aged CHD 1.46 0.23 Two-Sample t-test
Uneven-aged CHD 1.66 0.26 p < 0.001

CAS 2019 Even-aged CHD 1.16 0.32 Two-Sample t-test
Uneven-aged CHD 1.30 0.31 p < 0.05

LSS 2023 Even-aged CHD 1.47 0.24 Wilcoxon rank sum test
Uneven-aged CHD 1.64 0.25 p < 0.01

CAS 2022 Even-aged CHD 1.20 0.28 Wilcoxon rank sum test
Uneven-aged CHD 1.38 0.36 p < 0.01

3.2. Periodic Annual Increment Assessment

The medians in all three analyses (field measurements, LSS, and CAS) were higher in
even-aged forests, but the differences in the median values were not statistically significant
(Table 3, Figure 5). Negative values and high positive values of the PAI, which were
determined in all three analyses (field measurements, LSS, and CAS), represented forest
stands in which timber harvesting was carried out. Due to the high negative values in
the PAI(hdom(CAS)) analysis, the average PAI(hdom(CAS)) was negative for both even-aged
and uneven-aged stands. In addition, the PAI(hdom) estimated from the CAS data had the
highest standard deviation for both even-aged and uneven-aged forests.

Table 3. Descriptive statistics of PAI(hdom) derived from field measurements, lidar data and aerial
survey data for even-aged and uneven-aged stands.

PAI Mean
(m/year)

Median
(m/year)

Min
(m/year)

Max
(m/year)

SD
(m/year)

Statistical Test and
p Value

Even-aged PAI(hdom(field)) 0.16 0.11 −0.86 0.98 0.34 Wilcoxon rank sum test
Uneven-aged PAI(hdom(field)) 0.06 0.05 −0.59 0.57 0.23 p > 0.05

Even-aged PAI(hdom(LSS)) 0.04 0.14 −1.64 0.53 0.45 Wilcoxon rank sum test
Uneven-aged PAI(hdom(LSS)) 0.08 0.11 −1.95 1.15 0.45 p > 0.05

Even-aged PAI(hdom(CAS)) −0.42 0.17 −9.32 1.05 1.84 Wilcoxon rank sum test
Uneven-aged PAI(hdom(CAS)) −0.42 −0.04 −5.27 2.56 1.22 p > 0.05
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4. Discussion
In the present study, we verified the estimation of heights, height changes and vertical

diversity of forest stands in an area dominated by uneven-aged forests [24–26]. We found
a strong correlation between the dominant and maximum heights obtained from field
measurements and remote sensing data. The slightly lower Pearson correlation coefficient
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values (hdom derived from the 2023 field measurements with the hdom derived from the 2023
lidar data (r = 0.68) and the 2022 cyclic aerial survey data (r = 0.65) could be due to the
steep terrain, the heterogeneity of the forest or shadows and occlusions [14] of mature trees
that affected the production of the two CAS CHMs (Figure 4b). The influence of shadows
on the production of CAS CHMs was also shown, for example, by Pintar and Skudnik [25].
The influence of shadows is greater in vertically heterogeneous stands, as taller trees shade
smaller patches of younger trees or canopy gaps [25]. Additionally, the impact on detection
accuracy with DAP and ALS is greater in heterogeneous terrain. [20,53]. A similar Person
correlation coefficient as that obtained in the present study for hdom and hmax between field
measurements and ALS and DAP data between tree heights derived from DAP CHMs and
field measurements (r = 0.83) was also presented by Ginzler and Hobi [54].

Similarly to previous studies comparing ALS and DAP data, we found that freely
available national ALS data provided better estimates of dominant forest heights and
vertical structural diversity compared to cyclic DAP data. The consistency of CHMCAS

data was also lower than that of ALS data in steep terrain [54]. Using CHMCAS data, we
estimated lower dominant and maximum heights in both even-aged and uneven-aged
forests. Lower heights derived from DAP CHMs than from lidar and field measurements
were also presented by Ganz, Käber, and Adler [9]. Ganz, Käber, and Adler [9] and Sibona
et al. [55], also noted that ALS measurements of tree height can be more accurate than
traditional triangulation techniques, supporting the use of freely available national ALS
data to complement field measurements over larger areas. For example, as Lisein et al. [56]
noted, our study showed that DAP CHMs typically smoothen the canopy surface, but they
are still useful due to their temporally dense data. This is particularly relevant in the context
of climate change, when natural disturbances are common in temperate forests [28,29], and
up-to-date data are very important for forest management and the study of forest resilience
and resistance to disturbances.

Dominant and maximum heights are higher in uneven-aged forests than in mature
even-aged forests based on field measurements (2013 and 2023) and all remote sensing data
(LSS 2014, LSS 2023, CAS 2019, and CAS 2022). Higher dominant heights in uneven-aged
forests based on ALS data and field measurements had been presented earlier by Pintar
and Skudnik [26] for the larger area of Pahernik Forest Estate.

The statistically significant differences in CHD between even-aged and uneven-aged
forests based on CHMs derived from ALS and DAP data suggested that the use of both
data sources is appropriate for assessing the vertical diversity of forest stands. We chose
to use CHD based on CAS and LSS CHMs to estimate vertical structure because it allows
for a comparable analysis between LSS and CAS, as CAS data represent the upper part
of the canopy surface [8,14]. CHMs have been shown to be more intuitive [57] and easier
to apply in operational practice [21] when larger areas are studied. However, they have
the disadvantage that some shade-tolerant trees cannot be identified when a dense canopy
of mature, dominant trees are present in stands with low height diversity visible from
above, compared to the approach using voxels derived from ALS data [58–61]. In the
Pahernik Forest Estate area, stand regeneration is concentrated in small gaps [25], so the
trees in the understory had no significant influence on the determination of CHD, which
was also shown by Pintar and Skudnik [26] for the larger Pahernik Forest Estate area.
Furthermore, the resilience of stands to natural disturbances is primarily affected by the
height heterogeneity of the canopy layer trees [62], which was shown to be appropriate
based on the CHDs derived from the CHM.

Negative and high positive PAI values derived from field measurements and LSS and
CAS data represented harvest were also presented by Stepper, Straub, and Pretzsch [8]
from both field and DAP data. For PAI(hdom(CAS)), the high negative values represented not
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only harvest, but also the influence of shadows and occlusion of mature trees on DMPCAS

production. For the latter reason, the estimation of PAI(hdom(CAS)) (median) in even-aged
stands is comparable to estimates of PAI(hdom) obtained from field measurements and ALS
data, but is greatly underestimated in uneven-aged forests. The fact that the median value of
PAI(hdom(LSS)) was higher than that of PAI(hdom(field)) in even-aged forests could be explained
by the complexity of field measurements in structurally diverse forests (it is more difficult
to see the tree tops) and, thus, by the slightly lower accuracy of field measurements in
uneven-aged forests. The lower accuracy of traditional field measurements in comparison
to lidar data was also presented by Ganz, Käber, and Adler [9], and it was possible that
this influenced the negative PAI values. External disturbances, such as extreme weather
events, could also have influenced the negative PAI values, but did not occur in the study
area during the study period [25].

The non-significantly lower PAI(hdom) in uneven-aged stands could be explained by the
fact that the dominant layer grows similarly to even-aged stands, with the exception that in
uneven-aged stands, some of the height increment is still transferred to the non-dominant
trees in even-aged stands. A higher PAI of lower trees was presented by Stepper, Straub,
and Pretzsch [8].

In this study, we tested the possibility of calculating the dominant height and its
changes based on the individual trees detected in the plot—just as in the field measurements.
In a further step, it would also be useful to analyse the estimation of dominant height
and its changes based on plots from different national forest inventories as well as ALS
and DAP data, which are already available in some other European countries [21] and in
other uneven-aged temperate and other climatic zones forests. The radius for determining
treetops, which we determined to be 3 m in our analysis, would need to be adjusted
depending on the tree composition and vegetation conditions of other possible study areas.

The CHDs derived from lidar ALS and DAP data have also been shown to be suitable
for distinguishing between even-aged and uneven-aged forests. In previous studies, CHD
has already proven its suitability in forestry for the classification of forest stands [26] and
forest edges [57]. Similarly, FHD (foliage height diversity), a voxel-based CHD, has been
shown to be useful in biodiversity conservation studies [63]. Therefore, it would be useful
in further studies to also analyse CHD estimates from plots of different national forest
inventories and ALS and DAP data in other temperate uneven-aged forests, as well as
forests in other climate zones. This would require an adjustment of the height classes for
CHD (in our case, 5 m) depending on the tree composition and vegetation conditions in
other study areas.

In an era of climate change, characterised by increased variability in disturbances and
the accelerated rate of change in the disturbance regimes shifts, the establishment of uneven-
aged forest stands is imperative for enhancing resilience to disturbances and accelerating
recovery from them [64]. This is important for temperate forests as well as for forests in
other regions worldwide. The methodology and results of the present study are, therefore,
of particular significance, as they demonstrate the potential for enhanced detection and
monitoring of uneven-aged forests following disturbances at shorter time intervals. The
utilisation of freely available national DAP and ALS data has been demonstrated to provide
a timely, cost-effective and objective alternative to traditional field measurements for the
detection and monitoring of height changes in uneven-aged forests.

5. Conclusions
The use of freely available national remote sensing data is very important in order to

shorten the time gaps between actual field measurements and to obtain an independent
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estimate from the different field measurements based on the remote sensing data, since
these field measurements are often carried out by different field workers.

The comparison of ALS and DAP data revealed that freely available national ALS
data provide better estimates of dominant forest heights, vertical structural diversity,
and their changes compared to cyclic DAP data. DAP CHMs typically smoothen the
canopy surface, but they are still useful due to their temporally dense data. Based on
field measurements (2013 and 2023) and all remote sensing data, dominant and maximum
heights are higher in uneven-aged forests than in mature, even-aged forests. Canopy
height diversity information derived from lidar ALS and DAP data has also proven to be
suitable for distinguishing between even-aged and uneven-aged forests. Future studies
should also employ voxel-based lidar data analyses to assess vertical forest diversity and
higher-resolution datasets to assess vertical forest diversity and height changes, which will
become increasingly available in the future.
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48. GCV. Tehnično Poročilo—Digitalni Model Višin OAF 12 Velenje; Geodetski zavod Celje: Celje, Slovenia, 2022.
49. Šprah, R. Ocenjevanje ekotipov v gozdnogospodarski enoti Lovrenc na Pohorju. Biotehniška fakulteta, Oddelek za gozdarstvo in

obnovljive gozdne vire: Ljubljana, Slovenia, 2019.
50. Pretzsch, H.; Biber, P.; Uhl, E.; Dahlhausen, J.; Rötzer, T.; Caldentey, J.; Koike, T.; van Con, T.; Chavanne, A.; Seifert, T.; et al.

Crown size and growing space requirement of common tree species in urban centres, parks, and forests. Urban For. Urban Green.
2015, 14, 466–479. [CrossRef]

51. ESRI. ArcMap 10.8; ESRI: Redlands, CA, USA, 2018.
52. R Core Team. R: A Language and Environment for Statistical Computing; R Foundation for Statistical Computing: Vienna, Austria,

2024; Available online: http://www.R-project.org (accessed on 23 September 2024).
53. Fradette, M.-S.; Leboeuf, A.; Riopel, M.; Bégin, J. Method to Reduce the Bias on Digital Terrain Model and Canopy Height Model

from LiDAR Data. Remote Sens. 2019, 11, 863. [CrossRef]
54. Ginzler, C.; Hobi, M.L. Countrywide Stereo-Image Matching for Updating Digital Surface Models in the Framework of the Swiss

National Forest Inventory. Remote Sens. 2015, 7, 4343–4370. [CrossRef]
55. Sibona, E.; Vitali, A.; Meloni, F.; Caffo, L.; Dotta, A.; Lingua, E.; Motta, R.; Garbarino, M. Direct Measurement of Tree Height

Provides Different Results on the Assessment of LiDAR Accuracy. Forests 2017, 8, 7. [CrossRef]
56. Lisein, J.; Pierrot-Deseilligny, M.; Bonnet, S.; Lejeune, P. A Photogrammetric Workflow for the Creation of a Forest Canopy Height

Model from Small Unmanned Aerial System Imagery. Forests 2013, 4, 922–944. [CrossRef]
57. Hladnik, D.; Kobler, A.; Pirnat, J. Evaluation of Forest Edge Structure and Stability in Peri-Urban Forests. Forests 2020, 11, 338.

[CrossRef]
58. Pearse, G.D.; Watt, M.S.; Dash, J.P.; Stone, C.; Caccamo, G. Comparison of models describing forest inventory attributes using

standard and voxel-based lidar predictors across a range of pulse densities. Int. J. Appl. Earth Obs. Geoinf. 2019, 78, 341–351.
[CrossRef]

59. Jacon, A.D.; Galvão, L.S.; Martins-Neto, R.P.; Crespo-Peremarch, P.; Aragão, L.E.O.C.; Ometto, J.P.; Anderson, L.O.; Vedovato,
L.B.; Silva-Junior, C.H.L.; Lopes, A.P.; et al. Characterizing Canopy Structure Variability in Amazonian Secondary Successions
with Full-Waveform Airborne LiDAR. Remote Sens. 2024, 16, 2085. [CrossRef]

60. Liu, X.; Ma, Q.; Wu, X.; Hu, T.; Liu, Z.; Liu, L.; Guo, Q.; Su, Y. A novel entropy-based method to quantify forest canopy structural
complexity from multiplatform lidar point clouds. Remote Sens. Environ. 2022, 282, 113280. [CrossRef]

61. Ming, L.; Liu, J.; Quan, Y.; Li, M.; Wang, B.; Wei, G. Mapping tree species diversity in a typical natural secondary forest by
combining multispectral and LiDAR data. Ecol. Indic. 2024, 159, 111711. [CrossRef]

62. Senf, C.; Mori, A.S.; Müller, J.; Seidl, R. The response of canopy height diversity to natural disturbances in two temperate forest
landscapes. Landsc. Ecol. 2020, 35, 2101–2112. [CrossRef]

https://doi.org/10.3390/rs11070758
https://doi.org/10.3390/su14073720
https://doi.org/10.20315/ASetL.134.2
http://www.zgs.si/eng/homepage/index.html
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ufug.2015.04.006
http://www.R-project.org
https://doi.org/10.3390/rs11070863
https://doi.org/10.3390/rs70404343
https://doi.org/10.3390/f8010007
https://doi.org/10.3390/f4040922
https://doi.org/10.3390/f11030338
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jag.2018.10.008
https://doi.org/10.3390/rs16122085
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rse.2022.113280
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolind.2024.111711
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10980-020-01085-7


Forests 2025, 16, 35 16 of 16

63. Bakx, T.R.M.; Koma, Z.; Seijmonsbergen, A.C.; Kissling, W.D. Use and categorization of Light Detection and Ranging vegetation
metrics in avian diversity and species distribution research. Divers. Distrib. 2019, 25, 1045–1059. [CrossRef]

64. O’Hara, K.L.; Ramage, B.S. Silviculture in an uncertain world: Utilizing multi-aged management systems to integrate disturbance.
For. Int. J. For. Res. 2013, 86, 401–410. [CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https://doi.org/10.1111/ddi.12915
https://doi.org/10.1093/forestry/cpt012

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Study Area 
	Data Acquisition and Preparation 
	Field Measurement of Tree Heights 
	Remote Sensing Data 

	Data Analysis 
	Analysis of Field Measurements 
	Extraction of Tree Heights from National ALS and DAP Data 
	Canopy Height Diversity Analysis 
	Detection and Analysis of Changes in the Dominant Heights of Trees 


	Results 
	Analyses of Dominant and Maximum Tree Heights and Canopy Height Diversity Derived from Field Measurements, Lidar Data, and Cyclic Aerial Survey Data 
	Periodic Annual Increment Assessment 

	Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	References

