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Abstract: Tropical forest degradation is a major contributor to greenhouse gas emissions. Tree
height can be used as an important predictor of forest growth, and yield models can provide basic
data for forest degradation assessments. As an important parameter of unmanned aerial vehicle-
light detection and ranging (UAV-LiDAR), it is not clear how the point cloud density affects the
extraction accuracy of tree height in degraded tropical rain forests. To solve this problem, we collected
UAV-LiDAR data at a flight altitude of 150 m, and then resampled the UAV-LiDAR data obtained
according to the point cloud density percentage resampling method and obtained UAV-LiDAR data
for five different point cloud densities, namely, 12, 17, 28, 64, and 108 points/ m?. On the basis of
the resampled LiDAR data, we generated a canopy height model (CHM) to extract the height of
Dacrydium pierrei (D. pierrei). The results show that (1) With the increase in the point cloud density, the
accuracy of tree height extraction gradually increased, with a maximum accuracy at 108 points/ m?
(root mean squared error (RMSE)% = 22.78%, bias% = 14.86%). The accuracy (RMSE%) increased by
6.92% as the point cloud density increased from 12 points/ m? to 17 points/ m?, but only increased
by 0.99% as the point cloud density increased from 17 points/m? to 108 points/m?, indicating that
17 points/ m? is a critical point for tree height extraction of D. pierrei. (2) Compared with the results
from broad-leaved forests, the accuracy of D. pierrei height extraction from coniferous forest was
higher. With the increase in point cloud density, the difference in the accuracy of D. pierrei height
between two stands gradually increased. When the point cloud density was 108 points/m?, the
differences in RMSE% and bas% were 3.55% and 6.22%, respectively. When the point cloud density
was 12 points/m?, the differences in RMSE% and bias% were 2.71% and 4.69%, respectively. Our
research identified the lowest LiIDAR data point cloud density required to ensure a certain accuracy in
tree height extraction, which will help scholars formulate UAV-LiDAR forest resource survey plans.

Keywords: degraded tropical forests; tree height; UAV-LiDAR; point cloud density; Dacrydium pierrei

1. Introduction

Degradation occurs when forests remain forests but lose their ability to provide
ecosystem services or suffer major changes in species composition due to overexploitation,
exotic species invasion, pollution, fires, or other factors [1]. The State of the World’s Forests
2020 confirmed that extensive forest degradation can lead to a loss of biodiversity. In
addition [2], carbon emissions from forest degradation are considered to be one of the main
causes of climate change [3]. Dacrydium pierrei (D. pierrei) is a species of Pinaceae. As a
result of artificial logging in the 1980s, its distribution has been actively reduced, and it has
been listed as a third-level protected plant in China [4,5]. Currently, it is only distributed in
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degraded forest areas of Hainan Island, China. D. pierrei, as the most important coniferous
species in tropical forests in Hainan, China, plays an important role in maintaining species
diversity and improving the forest environment [6,7]. Therefore, it is very important to
carry out forest resource inventories of D. pierrei in degraded forests.

Tree height, as one of the most important attributes of a tree [8-10], can directly reflect
its living conditions and can be used together with other attributes (e.g., diameter at breast
height (DBH)) to predict important tree attributes that cannot be directly measured, such
as wood volume, biomass, and carbon storage [11-14]. A study [14] has shown that adding
tree height to allometric growth equations can significantly improve the estimation accuracy
of aboveground biomass (AGB), especially in tropical forests. However, it is often difficult
to obtain high-accuracy tree height values in the field, especially in tropical forests, where
the forest canopy is dense, thus limiting people’s judgment [15]. In addition, an excessive
tree height error will affect the assessment of the survival status of a tree. Therefore, it is
very important to develop a rapid and accurate method to measure tree height.

For decades, with the rapid development of remote sensing technology, light detection
and ranging (LiDAR) technology has been used to measure the height of trees. Various
studies [16-18] have used airborne laser scanning (ALS) data to extract tree height values
with good results. Sibona et al. [18] reported that, based on the destructively measured
tree heights of 100 felled trees in an alpine forest, the ALS (10 points/m?) estimates of
tree heights were closer to the ground truth than non-destructive field-measured heights.
However, the digital elevation model (DEM) error obtained from ALS data may be larger
under dense stand conditions. For example, Leckie et al. [19] reported that errors in the
ALS-derived measurement of tree base elevation caused by ground vegetation and terrain
microrelief could easily introduce up to 0.5 m of variability in height measurements. In-
creasing the point cloud density of ALS data is a practical approach. A recent study [20]
used ALS data of approximately 450 points/m? to extract tree height, which can be accu-
rately extracted from canopy trees even under complex stand conditions. However, this
requires the use of the most advanced ALS configuration currently on the market, which
greatly increases the cost of tree height measurements.

Terrestrial laser scanning (TLS) was introduced for basic forest measurements, such
as tree height and DBH, in the early 2000s. TLS tree height estimates from co-registered
point clouds [21] have been obtained as the difference between the highest and lowest
points of tree point clouds [22,23] or as the value of the 99.9th percentile of height [24].
Several studies [23,25,26] have reported underestimates for TLS-based tree height, although
accurate height measurements have been reported when compared with destructively
felled trees. Wang et al. [20] found that when measuring the height of trees taller than
20 m, underestimates became increasingly pronounced with the increase in tree height. The
possible reason is that TLS cannot capture information about the top part of the canopy. In
addition, TLS data cannot be currently collected in a large area.

In recent years, with the development of unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) technol-
ogy, LIDAR sensors have been integrated with UAV systems. Because of their reliable
security and low cost, they have received extensive attention in academic and commercial
circles. Various studies have applied UAV-LiDAR to tree height measurement with good
results [27-29]. There are two main ways to measure tree height using UAV-LiDAR data:
directly from the point cloud [30,31] or from the canopy height model (CHM) generated by
LiDAR data [32-34]. The majority of studies on height extraction are based on the CHM
and have proved that the UAV-LiDAR-derived grids are an objective and valuable source
of forest information [35-38]. Compared with original point cloud data, raster data are
very fast in terms of processing speed and are conducive to the judgment of tree canopy
information, making them very popular.

The quality of CHM data directly affects the extraction accuracy of the final tree height.
Various studies [16-18,39] have found that high-density LIiDAR data can obtain a more
accurate tree height because they determine the CHM resolution and raster value infor-
mation. However, higher-density LiIDAR data requires more expensive data acquisition
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equipment. Reducing the flight altitude and increasing the pulse energy can improve the
density of LIDAR data [40-42]; however, this will reduce the data collection area and will
ultimately increase the cost of data collection. At present, the cost of UAV-LiDAR data
collection is relatively high [43,44], and reducing this cost will help research in this field.
In addition, as far as we know, when using UAV-LiDAR data to extract tree heights, few
studies have been conducted on the influence of point cloud density on the accuracy of
tree height extraction. Therefore, it is particularly important to find the required minimum
cloud density on the premise of ensuring a certain tree height extraction accuracy.

In order to solve these problems, we set up 12 field survey plots in tropical forests
containing D. pierrei in Hainan, China, including five plots with coniferous forest and seven
plots with broad-leaved forest. UAV-LiDAR data were collected at a flight altitude of 150 m
and were resampled. Finally, five types of LiDAR data with different point cloud densities
were obtained, and the influence of different point cloud densities on the accuracy of
D. pierrei height extraction was assessed. In addition, we analyzed the extraction accuracy
of D. pierrei height based on UAV-LiDAR data under different vegetation types.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Overview of the Study Sites

The study area is located in Diaoluoshan National Forest Park (DLS), in Hainan
Province, China (Figure 1), which has a total area of about 37,900 hectares. The altitude is
50-1499 m, and the area is characterized by a tropical monsoon climate, with an annual rain-
fall of 1870-2760 nm and an annual average temperature of 20.8 °C. As a result of artificial
logging in the 1980s, most of the natural virgin forest has been destroyed. Therefore, the veg-
etation types in the study area are composed of coniferous forest, broad-leaved forest, and
mixed coniferous and broad-leaved forest, with the main tree species including D. pierrei,
Podocarpus imbricatus, Symplocos poilanei, Pentaphyllax euryoides, Alniphyllum fortunei, and
Schima superba.
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Figure 1. Distribution of the study sites in Hainan Province.
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2.2. Data
2.2.1. Ground Data

In May 2018, a total of 12 square plots (d = 30 m, area = 900 m?) were arranged in
the degraded forest area of Diaoluoshan Forest Park. These plots, which included five
coniferous forest plots and seven broad-leaved forest plots, were replanted after artificial
logging. Each plot was divided into 36 5 m x 5 m quadrats, and the relative position of
each D. pierrei tree in the quadrats was recorded by a laser rangefinder. Specifically, the
vertical distance between the center point of the tree stem and the northern, southern,
eastern, and western boundaries of the quadrats was measured by a laser rangefinder. In
each plot, we investigated all D. pierrei trees with a DBH greater than 10 cm and recorded
the DBH, tree height, and position information; DBH was measured by a DBH tape and
tree height by a laser altimeter. Finally, the plot coordinates were measured using a
real-time kinematic global navigation satellite system (RTK-GNSS) based on the gianxun
continuously operating reference station (CORS) network. As a result of the high stand
density of tropical rain forests, this type of RTK-GNSS, based on a gianxun CORS network
positioning performance, is affected to a degree, but it can still reach sub-meter accuracy.
For certain sample plots with a poor signal, we used the lead point method. Firstly, the
coordinate of the point with the best RTK-GNSS signal was measured around the corner of
the sample site, and then the coordinate of the corner of the sample plot was obtained using
the electronic total station. Detailed statistics of all measured trees are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Summary statistics of Dacrydium pierrei (D. pierrei).

Vegetation Types DBH (cm) Tree Height (m) Number of Sample Plots
Mean Std Mean Std
Coniferous forest 23.17 2.67 12.66 2.38 5
Broad-leaved forest 24.28 5.12 15.21 3.27 7

2.2.2. LiDAR Data

In May 2018, UAV-LiDAR data from the study area were acquired using an LiAir1000
sensor mounted on a GV2000 (Green Valley, Beijing, China). In view of the complexity of
stand conditions in tropical forests, it is difficult to match ground data based on a CHM.
Therefore, we installed a visible light sensor (Sony ILCE-6000, Tkoyo, Japan) on the UAV to
assist the matching of D. pierrei data from the ground survey with D. pierrei data extracted
by LiDAR. The maximum resolution of the visible light sensor was 6000 x 4000, and the
spatial resolution of each image was 2 cm. The LiDAR sensor had a wavelength of 1550 nm,
a laser divergence of 0.5 mrad, a laser pulse length of 3 ns, and a vertical accuracy of 0.15 m.
We collected LiDAR data and visible light data at an altitude of 150 m, and the point cloud
density was 108 points/ m?2.

2.3. Methods
2.3.1. LiDAR Preprocessing

After the UAV-LiDAR survey, we first input the original inertial measurement unit
(IMU) data and base station data into the Inertial Explorer 8.50 software and obtained
a smoothed best estimate of the trajectory (SBET) as post-processed position orientation
system (POS) data. We then added the post-processed POS data and the original point cloud
to the Li-Acquire2 software to obtain the calculated LiDAR data. Secondly, the calculated
LiDAR data and the post-processed POS data were added to LiDAR360 4.0 for point cloud
data strip matching. Subsequently, the post-processed POS data were denoised using
LiDAR360 4.0 software (Green Valley, Beijing, China). Finally, an improved progressive
triangulated irregular network (TIN) densification (IPTD) filtering algorithm [45] was used
to divide the LiDAR data into ground points and non-ground points and to perform the
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denoising process. This algorithm has been proven to be superior to seven other commonly
used wave rate algorithms.

2.3.2. Reduced LiDAR Density

In this study, on the basis of UAV-LiDAR data, we evaluated the accuracy of D. pierrei
heights obtained under different point cloud densities and compared these heights with
field measurements. In order to obtain LiDAR data with the low cloud density, we re-
sampled the LiDAR data (F150) obtained at the flight altitude of 150 m according to the
point cloud density percentage resampling method and obtained resampled data with
five different point cloud densities using sampling rates of 10% (R10), 15% (R15), 25%
(R25), and 50% (R50). See Table 2 for the specific LIDAR data parameters with different
densities. Figure 2 shows the two-dimensional image of single trees LIDAR under different
point cloud densities. Some studies have found [46,47] that resampling method can be
used to simulate LiDAR data obtained at different flight altitudes. Even if flight footprints
cannot be completely simulated, the data obtained in this case differs little from those
obtained at different flight altitudes [48]. Compared with the minimum point distance
and the octree resampling method, the percentage resampling method basically does not
change the density difference between the track edge and the middle region caused by the
scanning angle and can more truly simulate the LiDAR data acquired at different flight
heights [46-50]. In addition, it can also obtain the required point cloud density data at will.
The lowest point cloud density set in this study is 12 points/m?, because the ALS point
cloud density in most studies is about 10 points/m?.

Table 2. Light detection and ranging (LiDAR) data density parameters of different point cloud densities.

Abbr. R10 R15 R25 R50 F150

Flight altitude (m) 150 150 150 150 150

Percentage (%) 10 15 25% 50 100

Point cloud density (points/ m?) 12 17 28 64 108
(b)-F50 (c)-F25 (d)-F15 (e)-F10

10 10 10
::
‘ P
5 5 5
§ ooy e SO MERE 0 ol ool e T T 0 1 ia H PR 0
1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 1) 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 L 5
Unit (m)

Figure 2. Two-dimensional point cloud images of single trees with different point cloud densities.
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2.3.3. Acquisition of D. Pierrei Height with LiDAR Data

Our research did not directly obtain D. pierrei height from the point cloud data, mainly
because it was very difficult to match the D. pierrei information extracted from the point
cloud data directly with the D. pierrei information from the ground survey in tropical forests,
and CHM could help in matching with the ground data. Various studies [16,17] have found
that a high-resolution CHM can achieve higher accuracy than a low-resolution CHM in
tree height extraction. In this study, we could not obtain a CHM with a resolution higher
than 0.5 m because obtaining a higher resolution CHM would cause more black holes to
appear. For this reason, we extracted the tree height using a CHM with a 0.5 m resolution.
Firstly, to obtain the LiDAR data with different point densities, a digital surface model
(DSM) and a DEM with a resolution of 0.5 m were obtained using the Kriging algorithm.
The CHM was obtained by subtracting the DEM from the DSM. Thereafter, the obtained
CHM was processed by Gaussian smoothing in order to reduce the influence of abnormal
points in the CHM for crown segmentation. Subsequently, the watershed algorithm [51]
was used to segment the CHM to obtain the tree crown data. Finally, the local maximum
method [36] was used to search for the maximum value of the height in the tree crown, and
the value and its position were the D. pierrei height and position. It is worth noting that the
12 points/m? LiDAR data could not obtain a DEM with a resolution of 0.5 m. Therefore,
when extracting tree height with 12 points/m? LiDAR data, we used the DSM generated
with 12 points/m? LiDAR data and the DEM generated with 108 points/m? LiDAR data.
LiDAR data processing was performed in LiDAR360.

The basis for judging the accuracy of single tree segmentation is that only one D. pierrei
tree is included in the crown vector data obtained from LiDAR data, with no overlap
between adjacent crowns. Finally, 201 trees with accurate segmentation were obtained for
tree height analysis. Figure 3 briefly describes our tree height acquisition process.

2.4. Evaluation

The accuracy of measuring D. pierrei height with LiDAR data was evaluated us-
ing the root mean square error (RMSE) and bias. The specific formulas are as follows
(Equations (1)—(4)):

RMSE = 1)
RMSE% = Rl\fE x 100% @)
n y‘ _ y
bias = ) =2 3)
i1 "
bias% — blyas x 100% @)

In the formulas, ¥/ is the average tree height obtained from the field survey, y; is the tree
height obtained from different point cloud density data, and #; is the tree height obtained
from the field survey.

In addition, linear regression analysis was used to describe the relationship between
the LiDAR data and the field-measured D. pierrei height. The correlation coefficient (R?)
was used to describe the fitting degree of the model.
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Figure 3. Tree height extraction flow chart.

3. Results
3.1. Accuracy of D. pierrei Height Obtained under Different Point Cloud Densities

The accuracy of D. pierrei height acquisition under different point cloud densities is
shown in Table 3 and Figure 4. R10 had the highest RMSE (RMSE%) and bias (bias%)
values, which were 4.22 m (30.69%) and 3.47 m (25.22%), respectively, indicating that
R10 had the lowest accuracy in terms of D. pierrei height acquisition. The RMSD% and
bias% were the relative versions of the RMSD and bias, respectively. F150 had the lowest
RMSE and bias values, indicating that F150 had the highest accuracy in terms of D. pierrei
height acquisition. With the increase in point cloud density, the accuracy of the extracted
D. pierrei height increased gradually; however, there was little difference between R15, R25,
R50, and F150. In addition, the D. pierrei heights measured under the five point cloud
densities were lower than those obtained in the field survey (Table 3 and Figure 5), and R10
underestimated D. pierrei height to the greatest degree. Our results (Figure 6) also show
that with the increase in D. pierrei height, the associated height errors obtained under the
five point cloud densities gradually increased.
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Table 3. Extraction accuracy of D. pierrei height under different point cloud densities.

R10 R15 R25 R50 F150

RMSE 4.22 3.27 3.22 3.18 3.13
RMSE% 30.69% 23.77% 23.42% 23.08% 22.78%

Bias 3.47 2.29 2.18 2.10 2.05
Bias% 25.22% 16.64% 15.81% 15.29% 14.86%

R2 0.63 0.67 0.65 0.64 0.65

Field VS F150 Field VS R50
= 0.65, p <0.001 o |© R’=0.64, p < 0.001 G
15.0- .

7.57

15.0-

10.0-

7.57

7.5
10 15 20
Field height (m)
Field VS R25
R*=0.65, p <0.001 < e
15.0-
_ 125
£
2]
: “10.0-
7.5

10 15 20
Field height (m)

Field VSR10

R=063,p<0.001 . =

10 15 20
Field height (m)

10 15 20
Field height (m)

Field VS R15

R=0.67,p<0.001

10 15 20
Field height (m)

Figure 4. Regression analysis comparing the height of D. pierrei obtained using different point cloud

densities and the height of D. pierrei obtained from the ground survey:.
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Figure 6. Correlation between the error (difference between the height of D. pierrei measured in the field survey and the

height of D. pierrei obtained from different point cloud densities) and the height of D. pierrei measured in the field survey.
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3.2. Accuracy of D. pierrei Height Obtained under Different Vegetation Types

A comparison of the accuracy of D. pierrei height extraction under different vegetation
types (Figure 7), obtained using the five point cloud densities, showed that the accuracy
of D. pierrei height varied among the different vegetation types, and the D. pierrei height
difference was the largest under R15 (RMSE% = 3.63%). In summary, the accuracy of
D. pierrei height acquisition was higher in coniferous forests. Irrespective of coniferous or
broad-leaved forests, as the point cloud density increased, the accuracy of D. pierrei height
extraction also gradually increased (Figure 7), and the difference in the accuracy of D. pierrei
height between different stands also gradually increased (Figure 8). It is worth noting that
after the point cloud density reached R15, the accuracy of the extracted D. pierrei height
was not significantly different. By analyzing the D. pierrei height accuracy of R15, R25, R50,
and F150 relative to R10 (Figure 9), we can see that with the increase in point cloud density,
the accuracy of the D. pierrei height extracted from the coniferous forest increased further.

31.82%
2t 7.67%
25.33%  24.96%  2455%  24.30%
21.7 21.3 21.1 20.7
| 9.64% 8.99% 8.54% 8.10%

R150

B RMSE% Coniferous forests mRMSE% Broad-leaved forests

m Bias% Coniferous forests ®m Bias% Broad-leaved forests

Figure 7. The accuracy (root mean square error (RMSE)%, bias%) of D. pierrei height obtained under different point cloud
densities and different vegetation types.
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Figure 8. Difference in the accuracy of D. pierrei height among different stands.
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Figure 9. Difference in the accuracy (RMSE, bias) of D. pierrei height obtained under R10 and the four other point cloud
densities (R15, R25, R50, F150).
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4. Discussion

There are always challenges in carrying out forest resource inventories in tropical
forests due to the high cost of traditional field surveys. The rapidly developing UAV-LiDAR
technology may be able to replace traditional forest resource inventory methods.

4.1. Point Cloud Density and D. pierrei Height Accuracy Extracted by UAV-LiDAR

Our results show that, compared with other studies [18,20,52], D. pierrei height ex-
tracted from UAV-LiDAR data in tropical forests had a lower accuracy, especially the height
obtained under R10. The tree height extraction method could affect the accuracy to a certain
extent. A study [17] has found that the RMSE% value of tree height obtained directly from
point cloud data was about 3% lower than that obtained from a CHM. The tree height
directly obtained from the point cloud data is the difference between the highest value and
the lowest value of a single tree point cloud. In general, the highest value of a single tree
point cloud is the tree height, while in this study, the local maximum method was adopted
to take the maximum pixel value in the tree crown, which is the tree height [36]. This
pixel value is the average of multiple point cloud data, which will cause the tree height
obtained based on a CHM to be lower than that obtained based on the original point cloud
to a certain extent [17]. In addition, it has been reported that the use of Gaussian wave
filters affects all pixel values in the CHM grid, ultimately reducing the accuracy of the tree
height estimation [53-55]. It should be kept in mind, however, that using Gaussian wave
filters could prove useful at other stages of the work, e.g., tree segmentation and visual
observation. Our results also confirm that the tree height obtained by Gaussian smoothing
was lower than the actual tree height.

The quality of CHM data directly affected the height accuracy of the extracted trees.
To a certain extent, the resolution of raster data affects the final tree height result [17]. A
previous study [16] found that tree height accuracy extracted by a high-resolution CHM
was higher than that extracted by a low-resolution CHM. Previous research [56] suggested
using a high-resolution CHM (—10 cm) to extract tree height. Therefore, compared with
other studies [16-18], the tree accuracy we obtained was comparatively low. Various
studies [53,54,57] indicate that such pitfalls in the CHM may also lead to canopy height
underestimation. CHMs consist of points generated by lasers reflected from different tree
parts, i.e., laser beams penetrate the tree crowns and the first returns are often registered
from beneath the forest canopy, which may result in a low tree height estimation by the
CHM [32].

The raster value of the CHM was directly affected by the DSM and DEM. The canopy
density in the study area was very high, and there were fewer point cloud data that finally
penetrated the forest to reach the ground, which reduced the DEM accuracy. In addition,
the complex ground environment might have caused the LiDAR to detect only the shrub
layer on the ground, which was illustrated by the fact that D. pierrei heights extracted by
LiDAR data were greatly underestimated in this study. Leckie et al. [19] reported that
errors in the ALS-derived measurement of tree base elevation due to ground vegetation
and terrain microrelief could easily introduce a variability in height measurements of up
to 0.5 m. Studies have found [46,58,59] that increasing the point cloud density of LIDAR
data improves the accuracy of DEMs and DSMs, and thus the accuracy of tree height
extraction. Our results show that increasing the point cloud density can improve the
accuracy of tree height extraction under any stand condition. By comparing the tree height
accuracy obtained under R10 and F150, the DSM could also greatly influence the tree
height extraction accuracy, which is consistent with other research results [60]. Various
studies have also found that the detailed description of the crown affects the accuracy
of tree height extraction [20,28] and at the same time leads to an underestimation of the
tree height [20,56]. Therefore, the accuracy of tree height extraction could be improved by
increasing the point cloud density.

Further analysis shows that after the point cloud density reached 17 points/m?,
although the accuracy of tree height extraction increased slightly with the increase in point
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cloud density, the accuracy of tree height extraction was not significantly improved, which
shows that the 17 points/m? LiDAR data were able capture the information around the
tree top. As a coniferous species, D. pierrei has a small tree top area. To accurately capture
tree top information, it may be necessary to use a higher point cloud density than the
LiDAR data in this study [28]. Our results also show that the low-density ALS data of
about 10 points/m? may not be suitable for extracting tree height in tropical forests.

4.2. Extraction Accuracy of D. pierrei Height under Different Vegetation Types

Regardless of the point cloud density used to extract tree height, the accuracy of the
tree height obtained in the broad-leaved forest was lower than that in the coniferous forest.
Generally speaking, as a result of the differences in stand conditions as compared with
the coniferous forest, fewer point clouds reached the ground in the broad-leaved forest,
so it is difficult to reproduce the true DEM using the interpolation method. In addition,
the ground condition in the broad-leaved forest is complex, and the lowest point in the
LiDAR data might fall above the real ground, which also increases the DEM error [19].
In this study, the bias% obtained in the broad-leaved forest was higher than that in the
coniferous forest, which also shows this point. In the process of analyzing the results, we
found that the error in D. pierrei tree height obtained in the broad-leaved forest was large.
In addition, the D. pierrei trees in the broad-leaved forest were older, and the tree shapes
were similar to those of broad-leaved trees. Various studies [17,34,61] have found that the
RMSE of broad-leaved trees is higher than that of coniferous trees, which is consistent with
the results of this study. In general, mushroom-shaped D. pierrei are difficult to measure
with LiDAR due to the characteristics of the canopy, and irregular canopy traits can affect
the accuracy of tree height measurements [62]. This situation can also be explained by
problems arising from ground surveys, in which the shape of the canopy is often irregular
and complex; thus, it is often difficult to determine a dominant top. In this study, the older
D. pierrei crowns were complex and irregular, where even for a single tree growing alone
(outside stands), it can be difficult to determine the location of the highest crown point,
even when standing quite far from the tree. In addition, in our study, stand density and
canopy coverage were very high, and the trees could be surrounded by other individuals
of the same species, which made it difficult to correctly identify the highest point of the
individuals being measured [63].

The analysis of the improvement in tree height accuracy of R15, R25, R50, and F150
relative to R10 indicated a lower improvement in the broad-leaved forest compared with
the coniferous forest, which is consistent with our expectation. D. pierrei trees in the broad-
leaved forest were older. According to their unique characteristics, it is known that the
crowns of tall D. pierrei are mushroom-shaped, while the crowns of shorter D. pierrei are
pagoda-shaped, similar to other coniferous species. The pagoda-shaped D. pierrei needed
a higher density point cloud to detect the crown (Figure 10). With the decrease in point
cloud density, the difference in tree height accuracy between the coniferous forest and
the broad-leaved forest gradually decreased, which also indirectly illustrates this point.
Therefore, in the coniferous forest, the tree height extraction of D. pierrei was more precise.
And compared with the accuracy of the D. pierrei height from broad-leaved fores, with
the increase in density, there was a greater improvement in the D. pierrei height extraction
accuracy from the coniferous forest.
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Figure 10. Photos of D. pierrei. (a) mushroom-shaped D. pierrei. (b) pagoda-shaped D. pierrei.

This study did not investigate other tree species in the study area, so it is not clear
whether the results are applicable to other tree species. It would be valuable to include
other broad-leaved tree species in our future research. In addition, as a result of the complex
conditions in tropical forests, which can make it difficult for UAV applications, we did not
choose to extract tree height directly from the point cloud data; whether our results are
applicable to this method remains to be studied.

5. Conclusions

Our results show that the D. pierrei height surveyed in the field was underestimated
when using UAV-LiDAR data in the Hainan tropical forest; however, this effect could be
reduced by increasing the point cloud density. In addition, the accuracy of the tree height
extracted from a coniferous forest was higher than that from broad-leaved forests. With
the increase in point cloud density, the improvement of tree height extraction accuracy
in coniferous forests was higher than that in broad-leaved forests. Our research shows
that the point cloud density of 17 points/m? is the critical point, and further increasing
the point cloud density of UAV-LIiDAR data did not significantly increase the extraction
accuracy of D. pierrei data. The results of this study are helpful for setting UAV-LiDAR
parameters during forest inventories in tropical forests.
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