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Abstract: Due to the lack of reliable methods, manual fish counting is popular on farms. However,
this approach is time and labor intensive. Using an echosounder and the echo-integration technique
could be a better alternative. The echo-integration method has been widely used in fish abundance
estimation in waterbodies because of its simplicity. However, most of the research is concentrated
on the open ocean, whereas fish count estimation in farming cages has not been explored much.
Using the echo-integration method in a cage offers its own unique sets of problems. Firstly, the echo
signal reflected from the cage boundaries should also be taken into account. Secondly, the fish inside
a cage behave differently with time, as their mobility pattern is highly dependent on sunlight and
water current. In this paper, fish behavior inside an offshore cage over time was extensively studied,
and based on that a real-time fish counter system using a commercial echosounder was developed.
The experiments demonstrate that our method is simple, user-friendly, and has an estimation error of
less than 10%. Since our method accurately estimated fish abundance, the method should be reliable
when making fish management decisions.
Keywords: echo-sounder; fish farming; net; fish abundance estimation; fishery acoustic

1. Introduction
In fish farming, knowing the exact amount of fish in a cage is of paramount importance, as it
helps to provide the best conditions for the fish under cultivation, thereby guaranteeing the health
and growth of the species [1–4]. As the fish food and other resources are expensive, the knowledge
of the fish individuals is necessary for the optimum utilization of these [3,4]. However, there is
no easy and reliable method to keep track of the exact number of fish in a cage, and hence the
farmer has to use an intelligent guess out of experience or do manual counting for fish management.
Furthermore, no practical solution is available that can be used by third-party companies, such as
insurance companies, to verify the fish count claimed by farmers [5]. Therefore, a portable device or a
method that gives an accurate estimation of fish count in a cage is highly desirable.
Over the years, various techniques and methods have been widely used and proposed for the
fish counting problem. For instance, the acoustics echo-sounding method, the machine vision-based
method, the environmental DNA-based method, and the resistivity counter-based method are some
popular methods that have been used in fish counting [6]. Among these, the acoustic echo-sounding
method is one of the most popular methods to estimate fish abundance because of simplicity and
noninvasive nature [7]. In this technique, echosounder sends an acoustic ping and the reflected echoes
from fish are analyzed to estimate fish abundance. The key idea relies on the detection of reflected
energy produced by the target as the amount of energy is proportional to the number of targets.
The scientific use of acoustics for counting fish has been widespread over the last three decades [8–21].
Modern echosounder and echo processing software implement the echo-integration technique to study
fish and their behavior [12–17]. Even though echo-integration has been widely used in the open sea,
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when used in a cage, it offers a unique set of challenges [18–21]. For instance, the reverberation in the
cage due to the echoes of the acoustical signal from the boundaries needs to be taken into account
when performing echo integration [19,22]. Therefore, some techniques should be used to remove the
cage-boundary signal from the received signal, as discussed in [5]. Another issue that must be taken
into account is the behavior of fish in a cage [23]. The accuracy of echo-integration is dependent on
the transducer’s ability to capture the fish distribution in a cage. Thus, the knowledge of how fish
behave and move in a cage at a particular time is salient for accurate estimation. Another problem
in fish-abundance estimation by acoustics is the shadowing effect, which can seriously affect the fish
count results when dense aggregations of fish are encountered. Compensation for the attenuation
of the echo strength due to the shadowing effect is necessary [24]. However, in the case of low fish
density and random movement, the shadowing effect is minimum [24].
The main objective of this research is to investigate the possibility of using a commercial
echosounder for fish counting in real time. The aim is to develop a practical, portable, and reliable
system to estimate fish numbers in offshore farming cages. For that, firstly, we studied the behavior of
fish in a net cage by monitoring continuously for two months using an echosounder and an underwater
camera. Based on the observation and analysis, an algorithm and the manual for experimentation were
developed. The experimental results verify that when fish counting is performed under the defined
guidelines, the estimation accuracy of the proposed algorithm is high. The finding of this research
could be beneficial to the researchers and the professionals working in fish management, especially in
offshore fish farming.
2. Proposed Fish Counting Algorithm
This section details the fish count algorithm used in the paper. The algorithm employs the
echo-integration technique to count fish in a cage. The algorithm was designed under the assumption
that the cage under investigation contains fish of the same species only, but potentially of variable
length, which is generally the case in fish farming cages. The basic idea of the algorithm is to estimate
the fish count based on the population density (per m2 ) of a cage, which is calculated by scaling s a
(measured by echosounder) with the average target strength (TS) (measured by sampling) of fish in
the cage. Therefore, the more fish are uniformly distributed in a cage, the higher the accuracy of the
algorithm. The algorithm assumes low fish density and sufficiently random distribution; thus, the
shadowing effect is not considered.
2.1. Theoretical Background
The fundamental principle that is used in the algorithm is explained here.
2.1.1. Target Strength
Target strength (TS) is a measure of the proportion of the incident energy which is backscattered
by the target. TS is used as a scaling factor in biomass estimation [11,25]. TS is expressed in decibels
and is given by
TS = 10log(σbs )
(1)
where σbs is acoustic backscattering cross-section reflected by a target.
2.1.2. Backscattering Coefficient
When the individual targets are very small and there are many in the sampled volume, their echoes
combine to form a integrated received signal. However, the echo intensity is still a measure of the
biomass in the water column. The basic acoustic measurement is the volume backscattering coefficient,
sv , given by
∑ σbs
sv =
(2)
V
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where V is the sampled volume occupied by a scattering medium or multiple discrete targets.
Similarly, area backscattering coefficient, s a , is a measure of the energy returned from a layer between
two depths z1 and z2 in the water column. It is defined as the integral of sv with respect to depth
through the layer and is given by
sa =

Z z2
z1

sv dz

(3)

2.1.3. Fish Count Estimation
Theoretically, fish density is obtained by diving s a by σbs . However, there can be multiple targets
of different sizes and spices in a water body. Therefore, the mean acoustic backscattering cross section
of targets denoted by <σbs > is used. The target density, ρ a , expressed as the number of fish per unit
surface area is given by
sa
ρa =
(4)
<σbs >
Finally, the fish count, N, within an area of A can be calculated as,
N = Aρ a

(5)

Note that N is the estimation for a layer or a water column only. To estimate fish for a depth
range, a summation of estimation of all the layers between the range is required.
2.2. Algorithm
This section explains how the above theory is used in the algorithm. For each echo ping sent,
a typical echosounder provides sv data measured at each water column (layer) of z m height between
the sampled range interval R1 m and R2 m measured from the top, where R1 is closer to the surface.
The algorithm assumes that R2 is larger than the cage bottom. The algorithm takes sv data as an input.
Additionally, the algorithm requires length frequency key and cage backscattering strength as inputs,
which are explained below.
2.2.1. Length Frequency Key
The average TS of fish in a cage can be estimated by sampling some fish. To calculate <TS> from
the sampled fish, the algorithm takes length frequency key (LFK) as an input. LFK is a table of two
columns that records the number of fish of particular length, as shown in Table 1. Note that the length
in the table is the total length of fish round up to a nearest cm.
Table 1. Length frequency key of fish samples from Cage1.
Total Length (cm)

Frequency

24
25
26
27

7
14
9
5

2.2.2. Cage Backscattering Strength
The echosounder data collected from a cage also contain the signal reflected from the cage.
A method needs to be devised to remove the net signal from the received signal. Here, we simply
subtract the expected cage signal from the received signal. For that, data need to be measured
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under an empty cage condition (cage without a fish). Given the empty cage data, the accumulated
back-scattering coefficient of the empty net, Sa_net , for a ping, is calculated as follows:
R2

Sa_net =

∑

sv_net (r ) × z

(6)

r = R1

where sv_net (r ) is sv of the empty net at r m. Note that the value of R2 must be larger than the cage
bottom such that the overall net bottom signal is fully considered.
2.2.3. Fish Counting
Along with sv data, the algorithm takes R1, R2, fish species, <Sa_net > (mean Sa_net ), and LFK as
inputs and returns the fish count as the output. At first, based on the LFK table provided, the algorithm
calculates <σbs >. The TS of a fish is well defined in the form as follows:
TS L = Alog( L) + B

(7)

where A and B are the standard coefficients for a fish species and L is the length of the fish. The TS
of commonly farmed fish in Korea is shown in Table 2, which is maintained as a lookup table by the
algorithm. Assuming n denotes the number of rows in LFK table, n( L) denotes the number of fish
with length L, <σbs > is calculated as follows:
n

∑ (σLi × n( Li ))

<σbs > =

i =1

(8)

n

∑ (n( Li ))

i =1

where,
σLi = 10

TS Li
10

(9)

The next step of the algorithm is to sum all the s a values of a ping between R1 and R2.
The algorithm reads sv data of a ping at a time, and calculates accumulated back-scattering coefficient,
Sa_all , as follows,
R2

Sa_all =

∑

s v (r ) × z

(10)

r = R1

Table 2. Target strength (TS) at 200 KHz of some common fish farmed in Korea.
Scientific Name

Common Name

TS Value

Reference

Sebastes ruberrimus
Pagrus major
Acanthopagrus schlegelii
Planiliza haematocheilus

RockFish
Red sea bream
Black porgy
Redlip Mullet

20log(L) − 72.80
20log(L) − 74.10
20log(L) − 66.89
20log(L) − 66.33

[26]
[25]
[27]
[28]

The Sa_all is the accumulated back-scattering coefficient over the sampled range;
therefore, it contains the information about fish abundance in the entire range. However, it also
contains the signal from the cage. Assuming no echo from the sidewalls, one possible way to remove
the net signal is to select R2 just above the net bottom. However, there are two problems with this
approach: (i) the net bottom level changes with sea current; therefore, using a fixed value is not suitable
and (ii) even if the net bottom is stationary, some signal from the fish exactly at the net bottom will be
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discarded because of the range resolution of the echosounder. In this study, an alternative approach is
employed. The average net signal is subtracted from the total signal using the following equation:
(
Sm =

Sa_all − <Sa_net >,

if Sa_all > <Sa_net >

0,

otherwise

(11)

Finally, the amount of fish (Fc ) per ping is estimated as follows:
Fc =

Sm
× A,
<σbs >

(12)

where A is the surface area of the net. Since Sm by <σbs > is the number of fish per m2 , multiplying it
with the surface area gives the total number of fish in the cage. The process continues to the next ping
and the average fish count over pings is calculated by taking the moving average of Fc . We note that
the algorithm assumes the uniform distribution of fish in the cage in the form of a parallelepiped.
2.3. Fishcounter Software
The final Fishcounter software that implements the above algorithm which acquired data from
the Simrad echosounder was developed using C++ Builder [29]. All the necessary input parameters
required for the algorithm are provided via the graphical user interface. The software is designed to
read raw data directly from the echosounder in real time; therefore, it should operate simultaneously
on the same PC running EK15 software. The software has provision to record <Sa_net > by performing
echo reading over an empty cage. At the end of the reading, pressing the "Empty Cage" button saves
<Sa_net > under the supplied variable name. During operation, EK15 software reads data from the
echosounder and simultaneously writes on the defined port number. Fishcounter reads data from the
port, processes it, and displays the result. A screenshot of Fishcounter software displaying the fish
count result from an experiment performed in Cage1 is shown in Figure 1. Along with the estimated
fish count, the software also displays standard deviation (SD), the minimum count, and the maximum
possible count in the cage. With the help of the software, the fish count in a cage can be estimated in
real time.

Figure 1. Screenshot of Fishcounter software displaying results from one of the experiments in Cage1.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Study Area
The experiments were performed on a commercial offshore fish farm located in Wando, Korea.
The farm consists of more than 50 individual cages made on a floating grid each nylon net cage having
dimensions of 7 × 7 × 7 m with an 11 mm square mesh. Note that even though the actual cage height is
7 m, about 0.5 m of the cage is above the water surface, as can be seen in Figure 2. Three cages (named
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Cage1, Cage2, and Cage3 for ease of referencing) were found to be suitable for our experimental
purposes based on their accessibility, the target length, and fish count, and their details are listed in
Table 3. Cage1 and Cage3 consist of Roshfish, whereas Cage3 consists of black porgy. A total of 35
fish were sampled from each cage and recorded in their respective LFK tables. The maximum and
minimum sampled fish length (total length) and the total fish count for each cage are illustrated in
Table 3. At the time of the experiment, the fish in all three cages were two years old. The total count
shown in the table was obtained from the farm’s records.

Transducer

laptop

Figure 2. An experiment performed on a cage using Simrad EK15.
Table 3. Details of all the three fish cages used in the experiments.
Cage

Net Area

Common Name

Total Length (cm)

Total Count

Cage1
Cage2
Cage3

7m×7m
7m×7m
7m×7m

Rockfish
Black porgy
Rockfish

24 to 27 cm
25 to 29 cm
27 to 30 cm

5500
5600
6000

3.2. Data Acquisition
In all the experiments, Simrad EK15 echosounder and a single down-looking transducer
were used [30]. The echosounder comes with a transducer, a processing unit, and PC software.
The echosounder operates at 200 KHz with a 26° beam width. The transducer was mounted on a
floating panel; therefore, is not free from turbulence due to water current. The transducer was always
placed at the center of a cage, as illustrated in Figure 2. The transducer sends a ping at regular interval
and the received echo is recorded by Simard EK15 software in a ".raw" file. Note that Simrad EK15
records the Sv at each water column in a dB scale, as illustrated by the following equation:
Sv = 10log10 (sv )

(13)

In the proposed algorithm, sv denotes the implicit conversion of Sv read from the echosounder.
Simard EK15 software can also be configured to simultaneously write recorded Sv on a certain Ethernet
port. This feature was used to develop our fish counting software.
3.3. Experiments Performed
Mainly four types of experiments were carried out: (i) empty net analysis, (ii) long-term
experiments, (iii) net bottom analysis, and (iv) short experiments. In all the experiments, R1 = 1
m and R2 = 7 m were used.
The empty net analysis was performed to estimate < Sm_net >. Using the settings from Table 4,
in total, 5 sets of the experiment were performed over an empty net cage, each lasting for more than
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30 min. The mean < Sm_net > was then calculated. We note that the experiment was performed on a
separate cage but had the same age and material as Cage1, Cage2, and Cage3. The same < Sm_net >
was used for net subtraction by the fish counting algorithm for all experiments.
Table 4. Echosounder parameters used during data collection of short experiments.
Parameter

Value

Pulse duration
Ping interval
Experiment duration

80 µs
1s
5–10 min

The long-term experiments were performed between the period of 6th September 2019 and 25th
October 2019 to study the behavior of fish in the cage over time. A total of four sets of long-term
experiments were performed on Cage1, each lasting for 4 or 5 days. The echosounder was operated
using the setting from Table 5. To minimize the turbulence, experiments were performed starting from
a day with minimal current and the echosounder data were collected continuously for the next 3–4
days; the tidal information was obtained from [31]. The data collection on the remote computer at
the experimental site was closely monitored and managed regularly from the lab using remote access
software (Chrome Remote Desktop [32]). To illustrate the observation from the long-term experiments,
an analysis conducted from a representative experiment of 4 days (92 h to be exact) was demonstrated.
We note that the experiment was chosen randomly for the purpose of demonstration only, but the
pattern was found to be similar for all the experiments.
Table 5. Echosounder parameters used during data collection of long-term experiments.
Parameter

Value

Pulse duration
Ping interval
Experiment duration

80 µs
1 min
4–5 days

The results from the long-term experiments suggest that fish count is affected by the position of
the net bottom. Therefore, the net bottom analysis was performed to confirm it. The settings from
Table 4 were used. Two experiments were performed: one on 2019.08.08 on a low current day and the
other on 2019.08.14 on a high current day. Additionally, during the experiment on the low-current day,
the cage was intentionally pulled up two times to see how it affected the fish count.
The experimental results suggested that the accuracy of the proposed algorithm is the highest
during dark hours of the lowest current day at the slack water time. To confirm it, a total of 15 short
experiments were performed, satisfying the fore-mentioned conditions on all the three cages listed
in Table 3. The experiments were performed from the lowest current day 2019.09.07 to 2019.09.09,
for three days, in the evening during slack water [31]. The device settings are shown in Table 4. To save
device setting time, each day a total of 5 sets of experiments, each of 5–10 min were repeated on a
single cage only.
3.4. Data Analysis
The raw files were analyzed using Echoview 10 [33], Octave script (Octave 5.1.0), and our
home-brew echogram viewer software. Echoview and home-brew software were used to visualize the
echogram and analyze the TS and SV values. Echogram along with the captured videos were used to
study fish behavior and movement over time.
In the case of long term data, fish counting was performed using Octave [34]. The fish counting
algorithm was implemented in Octave that takes a ".raw" file as the input and returns the fish count
per ping in a from of a row matrix. The running average of the matrix was calculated to see how the
fish count changes over time.
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Similarly, in the case of short experiments, Fishcounter software (from Figure 1) was used for
counting fish. At the end of an experiment, the fish count displayed by the software was recorded.
4. Experimental Results and Discussion
The echogram of the representative long-term experiment of 92 h is shown in Figure 3. In the
figure, the region above the black horizontal line is from the cage, while the bottom half is from the sea
bed. The color map is displayed at the right of the figure. The red pixel represents a strong signal from
a target such as fish or the sea bed. For the ease of referencing, the first four cycles of days and nights
are labeled in the figure. The red sinusoidal graph in the figure represents the change in water level
over time. The maximum and the minimum water level measured were 10.6 and 7.5 m, respectively.
One interesting pattern that can be observed in the echogram is that the fish tend to stay at the bottom
of the net during the day and start to move upward in the evening. Similarly, after sunrise, the fish
again move to the bottom. The echogram suggests minimum fish activity during the day, evidenced by
the cluster of red pixels at the bottom and mostly blue and white pixels above 3 m. However, at night,
the entire cage is full of red pixels, representing high fish activity. Similar mobility patterns for rockfish
and other fish species have been reported [35–38].
The results of fish count performed on the above long-term experiment are demonstrated in
Figures 4 and 5. Since there is a clear difference in the echogram during days and at nights, the fish
counts are separately shown. The data from 6 am to 6 pm are considered as the day time and the rest
as the night. An echogram and its corresponding fish count result are stacked on top of each other,
and their x-axes are aligned to time. The window size of 30 min (30 pings) was used to calculate the
moving average of the fish count and is shown in the blue graphs. Similarly, the true fish count is
shown by the dashed red lines.

Day

Night

Day

Night

Figure 3. Echogram for the duration of 92 h performed in Cage1.
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(a) Echogram for day 1.

(b) Echogram for day 2.

(c) Fish count for day 1.

(d) Fish count for day 2.

(e) Echogram for day 3.

(f) Echogram for day 4.

(g) Fish count for day 3.

(h) Fish count for day 4.

Figure 4. Echogram and fish estimation during day time from the 92 h experiment performed in Cage1.
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(a) Echogram for night 1.

(b) Echogram for night 2.

(c) Fish count for night 1.

(d) Fish count for night 2.

(e) Echogram for night 3.

(f) Echogram for night 4.

(g) Fish count for night 3.

(h) Fish count for night 4.

Figure 5. Echogram and fish estimation at night time from the 92 h experiment performed in Cage1.

Figure 4 demonstrates echograms and fish counts for day times. As can be seen from the figures,
the fish count varies sharply over time. The volatility of data is related to the spatiotemporal variability
of the distribution of fish in the cage at different times of the day. However, some pattern in fish count
was observed related to the level of illumination and tidal phenomena. The fish count results illustrate
that during slack tides (at high or low tides), which correspond to peaks and valleys of the sea bed in
the echograms, the estimation is significantly high, whereas at other times the count is significantly

Appl. Sci. 2020, 10, 3720

11 of 14

low. The reason that fish count sharply decreases during high water current is because the fish move
away from the transducer beam region toward the side of the cage wall blown out by the current,
which is evidenced by the echogram, as the thickness of the red pixels in the cage is notably thin
compared to slack tides. Since the center of fish concentration is shifted from the center of the cage to
sides, the estimation is low. Similarly, the reason for relatively high estimation of fish count during
slack tides is because during these periods the current inside the cage is low and fish tend to move
toward the center of the cage, forming a school, as reported in [35,36,38]. Since all or part of the school
is under the transducer beam, the estimation is high.
On the other hand, the fish counts at nights are different from those during the day. As can be seen
in Figure 5, at night, the estimated fish count tends to stay near to the true value and the fluctuation
was significantly lower compared to that in day time. Even though the fish count gradually decreases
as we move from night 1 to night 4, the estimation was consistent for a particular night. We note that a
similar pattern was observed in other long term experiments also. The reason for the consistent result
is that during the dark hours, due to lack of visibility, the fish move on their own without forming any
school. This behavior results in uniform distribution of fish inside the cage, thereby giving consistent
and stable estimation. One interesting pattern observed is that the fish count is the most accurate
during slack water. The reason for relatively high accuracy is because at the slack tide the walls of
the cage are relatively even, and the fish are uniformly distributed in the cage. Another noticeable
observation of fish count variability between nights is that the average estimation decreases slightly as
we move from the first night to the last night. Since the data collection started from the lowest current
day, as time progressed, the water current increased day by day, resulting in higher turbulence on the
floating transducer. This is the main reason for the decrease in the fish estimation, as evidenced by the
decrease in the received signal strength.
The result from the net bottom analysis experiment is shown in Figure 6. The echograms and
their corresponding fish counts are stacked over each other, and their x-axes are aligned. In Figure 6c,d,
the pink graph represents fish count per ping and the red dash line denotes the true count. On the left
echogram, it can be seen that the cage bottom is flat, which corresponds to absence or weak current.
The echogram showed that the net bottom was stable at 6.5 m. The corresponding fish count results
are also comparatively stable. The two spikes in the fish count are the result of cage pulling. The times
of spikes exactly match with the times of the cage pulling. Figure 6b illustrates a high movement
of cage bottom during high water current. The cage bottom fluctuated between 4.5 and 5.5 m most
of the time and in only some instances attended its true depth at 6.5 m. The cage wall was also
observed to be deformed washed toward the direction of current, resembling a parallelogram (side
view). The sharp changes in fish counts verify that the fish count is affected by the position of the cage
bottom. The highly volatile fish count graph suggests that fish counting is not suitable during a high
current.
The fish count result from the short experiments is shown in Table 6. The table shows that the
fish count estimation of the algorithm has a maximum error of ±9.5%. Even though the number of
experiments performed was limited, the results matched well with our established findings. Accuracy
of echo-integration can be affected by TS estimates, TS used for scaling, fish behavior, spatial sampling
error, and analysis techniques and parameters used among other factors [23]. However, the results
suggest that the proposed algorithm estimates fish abundance in an offshore cage with high accuracy
if experiments are performed at night during slack water on the lowest current day.
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(a) Echogram during low current.

(b) Echogram during high current.

Cage pulled

(c) Fish count during low current.

(d) Fish count during high current.
Figure 6. Echogram and fish estimation from the net bottom analysis experiment.

Table 6. Estimated fish count and the error (%) of all the three cages calculated from the performed
short experiments.
Date

2019.09.08

2019.09.09

2019.09.07

Cage

Estimated Count

Error (%)

Cage1

5149
5072
5336
5216
5112

−6.38
−7.78
−2.98
−5.16
−7.05

Cage2

5812
5376
5289
5286
6132

3.78
−4.0
−5.55
−5.6
9.5

Cage3

5460
5754
6554
5667
6319

−9.0
−4.1
9.23
−5.55
5.31

5. Future Work
There are still some research questions and possible future directions. Firstly, since a floating panel
was used to mount the transducer, the feasibility and efficacy of using gimbals are worth investigating.
Secondly, since in all the experiments a single transducer was used for the cage size of 7 × 7 × 7 m,
the maximum coverage area by a single transducer could be another research direction. Thirdly, since
the experiments were performed on rockfish and black porgy only, more experiments could be carried
out with different fish species.
Furthermore, working on techniques to improve accuracy for day time is another future direction.
For instance, covering the cage with the black curtain from all possible directions could be a way to
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improve accuracy. The degree of efficiency of using the black curtain during the day is required to
be clarified by experiments with a controlled level of illumination in the cage. Another approach to
improve accuracy is to consider the school shape in the algorithm. Since the fish move in a school
during the day and when the school is directly under the transducer, the algorithm overestimates the
number because the algorithm assumes the shape of a cage as a parallelepiped. The estimates can be
improved if an elliptical shape is used in the calculation. This could be another future topic.
6. Conclusions
This work proposes a method to estimates fish abundance in offshore fish farming cages using
an off-the-shelf echosounder. Long-term monitoring of fish in a farming cage was performed using
an echosounder and the echograms were extensively analyzed. Based on the observation and the
interpretation, a fish counting algorithm along with a manual was proposed. The experimental
results demonstrate that the proposed method can achieve an estimation accuracy of more than 90%.
Our method could be used to take fish management decisions on farms.
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