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Abstract
Long time series of underwater images have become a tool widely used within the benthic ecology research

community. The development of new acquisition systems with bigger storing capacities lead researchers and sci-
entists to deploy them for longer periods resulting in large amounts of data. This paper focuses on the first steps
of analyzing large numbers of underwater images, which involves assessing the amount of valid data while assum-
ing no technical problems. The question here addressed is how many of the in situ images can reliably be really
used for benthic ecology purposes. To answer this question, we propose a method to eliminate nonvalid images
and use it with four different sets of time-lapsed images acquired for long periods ranging from 73 to 371 ds in a
row. The results show that elimination of between 8% and 22% of the images is possible depending on the data
set. The main advantage of the method is easing and accelerating automation of subsequent analysis.

The importance of coastal and marine observations to
acquire knowledge and the need for an increase of marine bio-
logical observation is a topical subject for researchers, marine
policies decision makers and conservation managers (Bax
et al. 2019; Estes et al. 2021). Biological ocean observations
can be any data collected in a systematic and regular way on
living ocean inhabitants (She et al. 2019). One example of this
data could be time-lapse images and video recordings like at
the cabled ocean observatory, NEPTUNE (Barnes et al. 2007,
2011) or the HAUSGARTEN (Soltwedel et al. 2005).

The use of time-lapse images (or video recordings) as a tool
to study marine biology and ecology is commonly done
within the benthic ecology research community (Smith
et al. 1993; Kaufmann and Smith 1997; Maire et al. 2006;
Bernard et al. 2016; Balazy et al. 2021). Time-lapse images can
provide novel data that could not be acquired otherwise on
the seabed (Bett 2003) and can capture events that are rare,
unknown or unpredictable. Long-term deployments are used

to study slow-moving biological and geological phenomena
that are otherwise unnoticeable in the short term as well as in
the deep or remote areas where direct human access is limited
(Smith et al. 1993; Kaufmann and Smith 1997; Bett 2003;
Eleftheriou 2013; Smith and Rumohr 2013).

Information extracted from a time-lapse camera deployment
for benthic surveys can be spatial or temporal in nature. Mobile
platforms like remotely operated vehicles and autonomous
underwater vehicles are frequently used for spatial information
such as the study of benthic biodiversity, faunal composition and
habitat mapping (Spencer et al. 2005; Cuvelier et al. 2012; Wil-
liams et al. 2012; Pizarro et al. 2013; Duffy et al. 2014; Mallet and
Pelletier 2014; Gauci et al. 2020; Jac et al. 2021). Static platforms,
for example benthic landers, are used to obtain temporal infor-
mation such as the characterization and quantification of biologi-
cal behaviors and activities (Lampitt 1990; Maire et al. 2007a;
Matabos et al. 2011, 2015; Schories et al. 2020) and the bioturba-
tion rates of benthic fauna (Bett and Rice 1993; Solan et al. 2004;
Maire et al. 2006, 2007b; Vardaro et al. 2009; Bernard et al. 2012).

Among the difficulties in long-time in situ submerged
machines and systems, biofouling and corrosion are problems
that can be particularly troublesome for underwater cameras.
Biofouling disturbs camera lenses and strobes needed for com-
plete visibility of the system. Systems deployed for long periods
require periodic cleanings in the field (Baschek et al. 2017) or
expensive mechanical antifouling tools (Balazy et al. 2018) as
most of the available antifouling coatings are not transparent
and can affect the benthic organisms in the direct vicinity.
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Apart from these well-known problems, there are other cau-
ses responsible for a decrease in the visibility of in situ time-
lapse systems. These include the increase of water turbidity
and the variability of natural light conditions (particularly in
shallow waters due to storm events or freshwater discharge), the
appearance of mobile megafauna and large swarms of plankton
that can be light-attracted, and the presence of seaweeds and
other marine debris dragged with ocean currents to list a few.

Within the context of acquiring a long series of images from
the seabed by a static device, this article focuses on assessing the
number of valid images for information extraction. Other than
technical problems during deployment, this is the first question
to address before assessing any benthic ecology issue. Manual
image classification (like usable or nonusable image) is very time-
consuming and often operator-dependent. Verifying the validity
of images needs to be done prior to any further analysis. An auto-
matic solution would reduce: (1) the time needed tomanually sort
the images out and (2) the computational resources needed since
there will be fewer images to be analyzed. This paper presents a
method based on the dissimilarity of the gray-level co-occurrence
matrix (GLCM) to automatically classify images into usable or not
usable. This study is part of our experience analyzing large data
sets acquired with a time-lapse camera system monitoring the
activity of benthic filter feeders in the Arctic conditions.

Materials and methods
Data acquisition

Images were taken using a diver deployed autonomous time-
lapse system specially developed for ecological studies (Balazy
et al. 2018). Four identical systems were deployed in four differ-
ent places in the high-Arctic (Spitsbergen Island, Svalbard Archi-
pelago, 78�N) and in the sub-Arctic (Northern Norway, 68�N)
at depths of 17–20 m. The time-lapse systems were set up to
acquire an image every 30 min during long periods (Table 1).
Camera 3 and Camera 4 were deployed for a complete year;
however, they were recovered after a period of 186 and 174 d
and relaunched for 180 and 197 d, respectively. The recovery
and redeployment time was between 1 and 2 days in which:

(1) the battery of the camera was recharged, (2) the camera
housing was cleaned and (3) the memory card was emptied.

Data processing and analysis
In order to analyze this large number of images we used

AviExplore (Romero-Ramirez et al. 2016), a software developed
for video analysis with benthic applications. Time-lapse series
of images were converted into avi-formatted video files.

In studies of texture in images, the most prevalent
technique is the GLCM (Coburn and Roberts 2004). The
co-occurrence matrix is a transformation of an image based
on how often a pair of pixels with specified values and spatial
relationship occurs in an image (Chatterjee et al. 2022).
When the co-occurrence transformation is done on the gray-
scale image, the resulting matrix is called the GLCM. Differ-
ent disciplines such as medicine (Aborisade et al. 2014;
Aggarwal 2022) and remote sensing (Haralick 1979; Ferro and
Warner 2002; Coburn and Roberts 2004; Hall-Beyer 2017b)
use the GLCM as a technique of texture analysis.

Several features can be extracted and computed from the
GLCM (Haralick et al. 1973; Hall-Beyer 2017a). The GLCM dis-
similarity represents the heterogeneity in the image texture
(Aggarwal 2022) and is commonly used as a texture feature that
defines the variation of gray level pairs (pixel and its neighbor) in
an image. For each image, the dissimilarity of the GLCM is com-
puted following Eq. 1, where i and j correspond to the horizontal
and vertical coordinate in the GLCM, Pi,j is the probability value
recorded for the cells i, j, and N is the number of row or columns.

XN�1

i, j

Pi,j j i� j j ð1Þ

The mean and the standard deviation of the dissimilarity
GLCM are computed. The usable range of values is here
defined by the mean � standard deviation. Images with higher
dissimilarity values than the mean plus the standard deviation
and lower dissimilarity values than the mean � standard devi-
ation were classified as nonusable images.

Table 1. Summary of the location and period of the camera deployment.

Camera 1 Camera 2 Camera 3 Camera 4

Location Longyearbyen Longyearbyen Longyearbyen Tromso

GPS position 78�11018.500N
15�08041.600E

78�11018.300N
15�08041.400E

78�11018.000N
15�08041.100E

69�31053.300N
19�03023.200E

Period of acquisition 02 Aug 2019–15 Oct 2019 28 Jul 2019–15 Oct 2019 28 Jul 2019–27 Jul 2020 18 Jul 2019–22 Jul 2020

Total number of days 75 80 366 (186 + 180) 371 (174 + 197)

Recover time (days) No No Yes (1.5 d) Yes (1 d)

Number of images 3524 3669 17,901

First set: 8634

Second set: 9267

17,737

First set: 8321

Second set: 9415
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In order to proceed with a visual validation, a trained oper-
ator classified the complete set of images into valid or not
valid. A valid image is here defined as an image where the
human operator was able to see at least 50% of the filter
feeders present in the image. We calculate the total percentage
of nonusable images for each camera.

A well-classified image for the automatic method is here
defined by the agreement with the visual operator, which
means that the automatic and the visual classification have
the same label. Thus, the performance of the proposed
automatic method is measured by the accuracy. The accu-
racy is calculated by the number of images well classified
by the automatic method divided by the total number of
images.

In order to summarize the results of the four different cam-
eras, we calculate a weighted mean percentage of images clas-
sified as: (1) nonusable with the method and (2) nonusable by
the trained operator. The agreement between both classifica-
tions (accuracy) was measured as the number of images agree-
ing divided by total number of images.

Results
Figures 1–4 show the GLCM dissimilarity value for each of

the images corresponding to camera 1, 2, 3, and 4, respectively,
with examples of images. For each data set, the mean GLCM
dissimilarity value is represented with a straight line whereas
the standard deviation is represented with dash lines.

Fig. 1. Results from the GLCM values of the complete image series of camera 1 located in Longyearbyen. The continuous line represents the mean
GLCM value (m), the dashed lines represent the mean � standard deviation (s). (A) Image with GLCM values in the range (m � s, m + s), (B–F) images
with GLCM values outside the range (m � s, m + s).
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Different images A, B, C, D, E, and F are shown to illustrate
the use of GLCM dissimilarity values to eliminate images. For
all the figures, image A belongs to the range of usable images
and allows visualizing the benthic ecological interest of the
image series. It is to be noted that not all of the images with
dissimilarity values beyond the usable range are not ecologi-
cally usable; this is the case in Fig. 3C where only a part of the
image is hidden by the crab. In this example, this image is still
labeled as usable by a trained expert.

Results of the classification can be compared with those
from the visual validation in Table 2. Except for camera 4, the
number of images that were visually nonusable (validation)
were lower than with the method (classification); the main
reason is that this method is detecting events like the appear-
ance of fauna or algae that might (or might not) hide the filter
feeders present in an image. Accuracy values varied between
82.09% and 91.91%. The weighted mean shows similar values

for the classification and the validation achieving a total accu-
racy of 88.68%.

Discussion and conclusions
Automatic image analysis for image series

The question addressed in this paper focuses on assessing
the number of valid images available for information extrac-
tion before any other further analysis. To our knowledge,
this question has not specifically been studied before. How-
ever, within the development of underwater camera traps,
automated classification algorithms are used to sort out images
containing fish or not (Bilodeau et al. 2022), and this part of
the work can be compared to the detection of usable or non-
usable images in this study.

The analysis of image series from the seabed is often done
manually (Chauvet et al. 2018) which is very time-consuming

Fig. 2. Results from the GLCM values of the complete image series of camera 2 located in Longyearbyen. The continuous line represents the mean
GLCM value (m), the dashed lines represent the mean � standard deviation (s). (A) Image with GLCM values in the range (m � s, m + s], (B–F) images
with GLCM values outside the range (m � s, m + s).
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and often operator-dependent. Our method aims to clean up
data sets containing information not relevant for benthic sur-
veys. It is to be noted that there is currently a big effort from the
community to use deep learning algorithms to automatically
extract spatial information (Katija et al. 2022). Temporal surveys
using static platforms need also to lighten the manual analysis.

When a researcher recovers his equipment that has been
submerged for a long period, he always wonders if the data
would be properly acquired for the intended purpose. Our
experience here relates to time-lapse photography system, but
the same kind of disturbances are to be expected for other types
of sensors deployed for a long period. Other equipment can
also be affected with similar artifacts namely the increase of
water turbidity, appearance of megafauna, swarms of plankton
and seaweeds. In our study, these issues represented between
3% and 31% of the data with a weighted mean of 15.62%.

Long-term series of images normally come from a deep-sea
observatory with relatively stable hydrodynamic conditions
(Chauvet et al. 2018, 2019). The long time series of images

used for our work came from shallow waters in a polar region.
Although this data set is unique; the proposed method has
potential to work in very different conditions.

The method and its results
The proposed method achieved a weighted total accuracy

of 88.69%. Although there is a need for an increase in accu-
racy, the goal here was also to propose a solution that was
fast and easy to implement. The agreement between the
operator and the method is related to the definition of a non-
valid image. For instance, the method excludes more images
than the human would do; the reason for that is linked to
the size of the hidden part of an image and the selected range
of values (x̄ � σ, x̄ + σ) that are classifying images as usable.
For example, the image in Fig. 3C is automatically classified
as nonusable because of the presence of fauna, but this image
is visually classified as valid. Thus, the proposed method
could also be seen as a detector of events like the appearance
of macrofauna, fish or algae. If more of those events would

Fig. 3. Results from the GLCM values of the complete image series of camera 3 located in Longyearbyen. The continuous line represents the mean
GLCM value (m), the dashed lines represent the mean � standard deviation (s). (A) Image with GLCM values in the range (m � s, m + s), (B–F) images
with GLCM values outside the range (m � s, m + s).
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need to be classified as usable images then an increase of
the range of dissimilarity values (i.e., [x̄ � 2σ, x̄ + 2σ]) would
be necessary; on the other hand, if more of those events
would need to be classified as nonusable then the range of
dissimilarity values should be decrease.

The GLCM and its associated texture features (Haralick
et al. 1973) are an image analysis technique normally used in
different textural image classification applications. Here, we
propose to use the dissimilarity in the GLCM as a measure to
classify the image. Since some of the features extracted from

Table 2. Results from classification and validation for the different cameras assessed.

Camera 1 Camera 2 Camera 3 Camera 4 Overview (weighted mean)

Classification

Nonusable images (%) (x̄ � σ)

18.32 20.55 8.23 21.94 15.79

Validation

Nonusable images (%)

12.85 5.51 3.03 30.99 15.62

Accuracy (%) 87.23 82.09 91.91 87.09 88.68

Data 1 (when camera retrieved) 87.85 89.56

Data 2 (when camera retrieved) 95.99 84.62

Fig. 4. Results from the GLCM values of the complete image series of camera 4 located in Tromso. The continuous line represents the mean GLCM value (m),
the dashed lines represent the mean � standard deviation (s). (A,D) Images with GLCM values in the range (m � s, m + s), (B,C,E,F) images with GLCM values
outside the range (m � s, m + s).
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the GLCM can provide redundant information on the texture
(Hall-Beyer 2017b), it is likely that other features extracted
from the GLCM such as the energy or the correlation would
provide similar results. GLCM dissimilarity has been used
before in an underwater case study from a mobile device
(Romero-Ramirez et al. 2016), the novelty presented here relies
on its use with underwater static cameras for benthic surveys.

It is to be noted that for a similar period of acquisition, cam-
era 4 had 10 times more invalid images than camera 3. The rea-
son for that can be explained by the layout of the camera in
relation with the organisms being monitored (Fig. 5). Camera
3 (Fig. 5A) was set up to record epifaunal organisms (mostly bar-
nacles) located on the overhang and vertical side of the small
boulder on a relatively flat seabed, while camera 4 (Fig. 5B) was
set up to capture barnacles located directly on the seabed right
under the large boulder. This, which a priori seems like an insig-
nificant difference, had a meaningful effect on the acquired
data. In the literature there are instances in which epifaunal
communities can differ depending on the surface orientation
(horizontal vs. vertical; Zintzen et al. 2006; Balazy et al. 2019) as
an effect of sedimentation rate, which is very important for filter
feeders. Horizontal location means not only a higher possibility
of being covered by sediments but also a higher chance of
trespassing mobile fauna such as sea stars, brittle stars, hermit
crabs, and so on, covering fully or partially either the objects
being photographed or the capture system. Furthermore, at the
location of camera 4, the slope of the sea floor was much steeper
(see Fig. 5B). In such an environmental setting, any underwater
installation protruding above the seabed acts like a trap/anchor
for the detached marine algae and other debris coming from
above (Fig. 4C,E,F). Such sites prone to the accumulation of par-
ticles of different origin should be avoided whenever possible.

Regardless of the location, artificial objects submerged on
the seabed can act as artificial reefs in microscale attracting
large numbers of organisms seeking for shelter or food (Balazy
et al. 2019). In our case study, animals investigating new items
on the seabed are largely responsible for disturbing the view
and producing “invalid” images. In addition, artificial light
coming from the flash lamp can attract some species,

particularly during the typically completely dark conditions of
the polar night. This has to be taken into account when secur-
ing the camera set-up and light arm at the site. Finally, any
irregularities of the camera set-up, even small unevenness of its
surface, can be responsible for invalid images. This was the case
when sea urchins entered the camera viewfinder depression
and stayed moving around constantly for hours (Figs. 1C, 2C).

In conclusion, in order to accelerate automation of subse-
quent analysis and reduce the computational resources
needed, we propose a method based on the dissimilarity of
the GLCM to automatically classify images into usable or not
usable. In our case study, depending on the data set this
method eliminated between 8% and 22% of the images.

Data availability statement
The images used for this study can be requested to

Dr. P. Balazy.
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