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Abstract: Big optical Earth observation (EO) data analytics usually start from numerical, sub-symbolic
reflectance values that lack inherent semantic information (meaning) and require interpretation.
However, interpretation is an ill-posed problem that is difficult for many users to solve. Our semantic
EO data cube architecture aims to implement computer vision in EO data cubes as an explainable
artificial intelligence approach. Automatic semantic enrichment provides semi-symbolic spectral
categories for all observations as an initial interpretation of color information. Users graphically create
knowledge-based semantic models in a convergence-of-evidence approach, where color information
is modelled a-priori as one property of semantic concepts, such as land cover entities. This differs from
other approaches that do not use a-priori knowledge and assume a direct 1:1 relationship between
reflectance values and land cover. The semantic models are explainable, transferable, reusable, and
users can share them in a knowledgebase. We provide insights into our web-based architecture,
called Sen2Cube.at, including semantic enrichment, data models, knowledge engineering, semantic
querying, and the graphical user interface. Our implemented prototype uses all Sentinel-2 MSI
images covering Austria; however, the approach is transferable to other geographical regions and
sensors. We demonstrate that explainable, knowledge-based big EO data analysis is possible via
graphical semantic querying in EO data cubes.
Keywords: semantic earth observation data cube; big earth observation data; sematic analysis;
explainable artificial intelligence; semantic enrichment; scalable system architecture
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1. Introduction
Our concept and implementation of a semantic Earth observation (EO) data cube architecture aims to facilitate semantic queries by including computer vision (CV) directly at the
EO data cube level. The EO data cube is a concept and tool for managing spatio-temporal
big EO data that aims to lower barriers to EO data access [1]. Data provision has also
evolved with the establishment of Analysis-Ready-Data (ARD), such as the CEOS ARD for
Land (CARD4L [2]), which facilitates transferrable yet hard-coded and application-specific
algorithms (e.g., water observations from space (WOfS) [3]). Despite these technical and
organisational improvements, users still have to work with reflectance values, which lack
semantics or inherent meaning. Reflectance values are sub-symbolic numerical variables [4]
that represent the proportion of measured radiation striking the (Earth’s) surface to the
radiation reflected from the surface material. These reflectance values (color of the material)
are not usually uniquely associated to land cover entities; therefore, they require users to
create data-driven workflows to produce information from these values for each application anew. This poses a big challenge for many end-users of big EO data, especially now
that the amount and diversity of EO data users is increasing, including more non-expert
users [5,6]. Our architecture combines an artificial-intelligence-based (AI-based) CV system
with EO data cubes for optical satellite images so that end-users can perform sophisticated
analyses without requiring programming or advanced technical skills.
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main reasons. First, a two-dimensional image is reduced in its dimensions compared
to the four-dimensional physical world. The dimensionality reduction is inherent to the
image acquisition process, although the temporal dimension can be somewhat recovered
by frequent acquisitions. Second, an optical EO image is composed of (regularly) sampled reflectance values (i.e., pixels) from the land cover material (e.g., soil, leaves, rock).
Therefore, the pixel-based spectral signatures of the reflectance values may be associated
to several land cover types, variances of their state or condition, or represent a mixture of
land cover types. Reflectance values are necessary but not sufficient to reconstruct entities
from images because these values alone generally cannot be directly mapped to land cover
in a 1:1 relationship. In some cases, reflectance values may not even be related to land
cover, such as clouds or smoke. Examples for both cases are dark shadow and water, which
can have similar spectral signatures [14]. Additional information is necessary to solve
the ill-posed problem of identifying land cover from EO images. The spectral signature
(i.e., color) is only one attribute and additional information needs to be added, e.g., in
a convergence-of-evidence approach. Further information could include the temporal
trajectory, pixel context or spatial object information (e.g., size, texture, shape).
CV aims to produce automated scene-from-image reconstruction using optical (EO)
images and presents an opportunity to implement semantic approaches in big EO data
analyses. These analyses allow users to formulate queries using semantic concepts instead
of writing low-level procedural or declarative code, which starts with reflectance values.
CV approaches that converge multiple sources of evidence can produce information on a
big EO data scale (e.g., national information layers) in a systematic, automated, explainable
and computer-based way.
Image understating may be achieved by human interpretation when using a small
number of images. However, using EO data cubes to scale big EO data analyses to a
national level allows more users to make evidence-based decisions. Information produced
from EO data cubes can contribute to monitoring sustainable development goals (SDGs)
and improving the understanding of (natural) systems with essential variables (EVs). In
automated big EO data analyses involving thousands of images (or even more), the meta
quality indicators of products and processes becomes increasingly important. Some of these
indicators are not easy to achieve and obtain, e.g., the timeliness and frequency of products,
or the transferability and reproducibility of methods. These requirements increasingly
exclude the option to perform these types of analyses on a single person’s computer or with
manual preparation and interaction. Questions around the distribution, interoperability,
and interactivity of the results raise concerns about whether a rendered map on a (printed)
journal publication or report is still sufficient. The EO data cube can be a flexible central
data and information space to account for the shifts of workflows and requirements.
Sen2Cube.at is a first step towards a CV-based EO data cube approach and named after
its first prototypical implementation, “Sentinel-2 Semantic Data Cube Austria”
(https://sen2cube.at, accessed on 28 October 2021). It implements a semantic EO data
cube [15] in a state-of-the-art cloud-based environment. Our approach automates the
semantic enrichment on a big EO data scale and demonstrates that semantic EO data cubes
can be scaled to at least national levels. Moreover, the interactive web-based GUI allows
users, whether EO-novices or experts, to conduct analyses based on big EO imagery content
using semantic querying without requiring programming. To the best of our knowledge, a
similar approach has not yet been implemented or published before.
This paper connects our Sen2Cube.at architecture to related work, describes the system
details, including an initial prototypical use-case for Austria, and shares the associated
challenges and the direction of future research. Section 2 contextualizes our approach to big
EO data management and semantic analyses. Section 3 lays out the system’s requirements,
highlighting the semantic enrichment of optical images and EO data cubes as the data
management backbone. Section 4 explains the technical components of the architecture.
Section 5 illustrates the architecture’s application in the Austrian national semantic EO
data cube infrastructure. Section 6 discusses the advantages and limitations, and Section 7
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shares our conclusions and outlook as well as a variety of other potential use-cases beyond
using Sentinel-2 data covering Austria.
2. Related Work
2.1. Big Earth Observation Data Management and Processing
Approaches to big EO data management and processing include operational EO
data cubes on national and regional scales. Some of them provide a Python-based API
that allows users to load data as Python xarray objects [16]. These include the Open
Data Cube [17] (see implementations in Digital Earth (DE) Australia [18], DE Africa,
Switzerland [19,20], Colombia [21], Vietnam [22], Armenia [23], and Catalonia [24]) and
the xCube, implemented in the Euro Data Cube [25] as part of the Euro Data Cube Facility.
The Earth System Data Lab (ESDL) is a project to create multi-variate data cubes with a
Python and Julia API [26]. Rasdaman [27] is an array database system with deployments
in the EarthServer projects [28] and CODE:DE, in particular the BigDataCube service [29].
Other systems for big EO data analyses include Google Earth Engine [10], the JEODPP,
which is a Joint-Research-Center-hosted (JRC) platform for EO analyses making use of
Jupyter notebooks for batch processing as well as visualisations [30], the Big Earth Data
Science Engineering Project (CASEarth) [31], and the SITS R package, which is behind the
Brazil Data Cube [32]. An overview of data cubes is provided in [33], and a comprehensive
overview of processing platforms is provided in [34].
2.2. Semantic Approaches in Big Earth Observation Analytics
Early approaches in remote sensing image data mining (e.g., [35]), semantic content
based image retrieval (e.g., [36,37]), and ontology based approaches (e.g., [38,39]) argue
for the use of semantic content in image querying and analysis, but are limited to image
searches (i.e., no analysis) or small, application-specific areas-of-interest (AOI). The EO
data domain has moved from data scarcity to a continuous data stream of observations
allowing change detection based on time series analysis and a transition to monitoring approaches [40]. Many approaches and algorithms make use of dense EO time series [41–43],
but most focus on the raw observations or derived indices as analysis input (see [32] arguing for time-first approaches) or are application-dependent. The authors of [13] highlight
the need for a systematic, operational implementation of a knowledge-based system for
EO analyses, and also demonstrate application-specific examples. To the best of our knowledge, no one has systematically conducted and implemented generic semantic enrichment
(i.e., initial spectral categorization) of big EO data as application-independent categories
into an EO data cube infrastructure for time-series and/or big EO data analysis as prototypically outlined by the authors in [44]. State-of-the-art tools for automated semantic
enrichment usually generate lower semantic levels than a complete land cover classification
such as the FAO LCCS (land cover classification system). Further enrichment requires
specified rules in the spatial (e.g., object-based analyses) or temporal domain (e.g., time
series analyses) in which the semantics of entity states and potential changes are defined
as spatial, temporal and thematic attributes. These rules allow semantically enriching
observations up to land cover types (e.g., FAO LCCS), as well as the identification of
spatio-temporal trajectories of changes [45].
3. Conceptual Foundations and System Requirements
3.1. Earth Observation Data Cubes
An EO data cube is a way of organising EO data that abstracts data storage so that
users can access EO data based on spatio-temporal coordinates rather than their file names
or directory structures at a data centre [46,47]. EO data collected as individual image files
located in directories with descriptive names on the hard drive is acquisition-oriented and
straightforward but requires users to know filename conventions and internal directory
structures of data centres. This makes time series analyses particularly cumbersome.
However, pixels within an EO image have a position on Earth and an observation time,
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which can be described by a coordinate tuple. Therefore, according to [48], an EO data
cube is considered a multi-dimensional structure with at least one non-spatial dimension
(e.g., time), where coordinate tuples of the dimensions are used for data access. Although a
data cube can feature any number of dimensions, it is usually called a ‘cube’ [48]. The data
might be still stored as individual image files with an index database and transformed into
an in-memory multi-dimensional data structure on the fly or physically organized on the
disk in a multi-dimensional structure to allow access that is more efficient. In all cases, the
abstraction provided by an EO data cube allows users coordinate-based access as well as
several multidimensional operations, regardless of how the data are named or stored. Still,
some authors distinguish between image collections and data cubes [32].
If semantically enriched, EO data cubes are currently the most suitable technical
foundation for our approach, despite being purely grid-based. A semantic EO data cube or
a semantics-enabled EO data cube is defined as ‘a data cube, where for each observation at
least one nominal (i.e., categorical) interpretation is available and can be queried in the same
instance’ [15]. Here, the relationship between an observation and interpretation features a
cardinality of 1:N, considering the reflectance values of all the bands as one observation.
Vector-based storage would be additionally required to completely semantically-enable EO
data [7,26].
3.2. Semantic Enrichment in the Earth Observation Domain
The big EO data domain requires automated approaches for generating information
worldwide, but automated output currently produces high levels of semantic granularity
(i.e., fewer categories) and is mostly application-dependent. The limitations are mainly
due to the ill-posed problem that pixel-based spectral signatures can be associated with
more than one land cover type. Therefore, the semantic enrichment of EO images refers
to achieving a certain level of interpretation (i.e., mapping data to symbols that represent
stable concepts). In the case of EO imagery represented in a grid, this means mapping each
raster cell to an interpretation and represented as nominal or partially ordinal (e.g., vegetation categorized by increasing greenness or intensity) variable. The initial interpretation
serves as input for classification and is a necessary preliminary step to CV.
Our architecture uses the SIAM (Satellite Image Automated Mapper) software as
the initial, data-driven and bottom-up semantic enrichment [49–52]. SIAM automatically categorizes optical multi-spectral EO imagery from multiple sensors (e.g., Sentinel-2,
Landsat-8, AVHRR, or very high spatial resolution sensors), given calibration to at least
top-of-atmosphere (TOA) reflectance [50,53]. SIAM is considered automatic because it
runs without user-defined parameterisation or training samples; instead, it relies on apriori knowledge encoded in a decision tree that is based on a physical-spectral-model
and applied to each pixel. The decision tree maps each calibrated observation to one
stable, sensor-agnostic multi-spectral color name (i.e., category) based on its location in
a multi-spectral reflectance hypercube. The result is a discrete and finite vocabulary of
color names for observations that refer to hyper-polyhedra (e.g., multi-dimensional shape)
within a multi-spectral feature space. The application-independent color names are mutually exclusive (i.e., every observation belongs to one and only one partition) and exhaustive
(i.e., the entire multi-spectral reflectance hypercube is partitioned). These color names are
semi-symbolic and should be understood as ‘green-like vegetation’ or ‘blue-like water’.
SIAM’s relatively low-level, generic semantic enrichment has been independently validated up to a continental scale [50] and is capable of producing different granularities, from
coarse (i.e., 18 color names) to fine (i.e., 96 color names), as well as additional data-derived
information layers (e.g., multi-spectral greenness index, brightness).
3.3. Artificial-Intelligence-Based Expert System
An expert system (i.e., information processing system) typically infers information by
applying expert rules from a knowledgebase to facts stored in a factbase [54]. Humans interact as users and as experts (potentially accompanied by knowledge engineers) adding their
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knowledge to the system [54]. Expert knowledge can be summarized as a problem-solving
strategy based on stored procedures, which can be applied to a task. Thus, knowledge
engineering aims to translate human knowledge of the world or a domain subset into
machine-readable rulesets, supported by an appropriate scheme such as ontologies.
Our proposed concept is an AI-based expert system for knowledge-based semantic
EO analyses in a browser-based web application with user-definable (custom) graphical
semantic models. The graphical semantic models represent general and specific expert
knowledge of the world, formalized using a semantic querying language, and serve as
the CV system’s a-priori knowledge. The semantic models are stored in a knowledgebase
and can be re-used or transferred to multiple AOIs and time periods. Every new semantic
model incrementally augments the knowledgebase. The usability of Sen2Cube.at improves
by sharing semantic models in the knowledgebase, which can be exchanged between
expert and non-expert users. The factbase contains image data (i.e., reflectance values),
semantically enriched information layers and any additional information layers (e.g., DEM,
thematic information) and provides them as facts to the inference process. We use a
semantically enriched EO data cube as a factbase because it facilitates spatio-temporal
access to data in the cloud. The inference engine is the component of the system that
processes the semantic models from the knowledgebase by translating them into queries
against the factbase. Thus, in our approach, a semantic query refers to the execution of a
semantic model using a spatio-temporal subset of the factbase, and an inference refers to
the information production by means of semantic querying.
The information production in our system are conceptually broken into the following,
consecutive steps:
1.

2.

3.

Initial generic semantic enrichment: exclusive and exhaustive partitioning of spectral
signatures into generally applicable color information. Users can apply them as the
basic building blocks to define general semantic entities;
Convergence-of-evidence to increase the semantic granularity: semantic entities are
defined using multiple sources of evidence, including color information, the temporal
dimension, and potential auxiliary data and information, e.g., a digital elevation
model (DEM);
Extraction of land use/land cover units using the semantic entities in specific applications for better-posed big EO data queries and analyses (e.g., semantic content-based
image retrieval (SCBIR, a method to retrieve images based on a semantic description
of their content), cloud-free compositing, automatic change detection).

3.4. General System Requirements
We defined the following general system requirements for a semantic EO data
cube architecture:
(a) Application support

•

Facilitate at least the four following use-cases: (a) SCBIR, (b) best-pixel selection
for user-defined composites (e.g., cloud-free), (c) location-based querying (a.k.a.
pixel/point drill), and (d) parcel-based querying (a.k.a polygon drill);

(b) Semantic EO data cubes and computing infrastructure

•

•

Abstract data storage and access via EO data cubes, which contain at least one
interpretation for every observation in space and time that can be queried in the
same instance;
Conduct automated EO data pre-processing, semantic enrichment and indexing;
Utilize state-of-the-art cloud-based infrastructure (i.e., lightweight containerbased virtualisation technology such as Docker) to reduce costs for installation
and maintenance.

(c) User interaction and interfaces

•

Process in the cloud, implementing the big data paradigm to ‘bring user to the
data, not data to the user’;

Remote Sens. 2021, 13, 4807

7 of 21

•
•
•
•
•

Require no user-side installation beyond a standard web browser and Internet connection;
Abstract data access and algorithms via a graphical querying language and
semantic models as a-priori information in an explainable AI approach;
Allow interactive system use and batch processing;
Provide a programming-language independent API;
Facilitate multiple, concurrent users, including separate spaces for each user.
Provide further information about how to use the system as a manual and
user support.

4. System Architecture
The architecture design and infrastructure implementation as an information processing system for big EO data as conceptually outlined above with its main components
knowledgebase, factbase, and inference engine raises many technical and practical considerations and challenges. These considerations range from the conceptual means of
codifying knowledge, the arrangement and interoperability of many technical components
and catering to a diversity of users. On the side of data handling, we must consider data
preparation routines, scalability of semantic enrichment, the semantic EO data cube data
model(s) and existing EO data cube software. On the side of processing, we must consider
the EO data cube software’s API, complexity of the inference engine and semantic querying
language, the GUI for encoding knowledge, and knowledge engineering in general, including transferability and explainability of semantic models and resulting queries. In terms
of infrastructure, we must consider scalability and monitoring processes, security and
performance issues. Finally, an expert system requires active users, so we must consider
user management, user support, and ideally provide a means for sharing user experiences
and building a user community. Figure 2 shows an overview of the architecture and the
component orchestration, while the next sub-sections describe the individual components.
4.1. Factbase and Knowledgebase
4.1.1. Data Preparation and Pre-Processing with Semantic Enrichment
The Sen2Cube.at’s pre-processing includes the fully automated semantic enrichment
of the optical EO imagery. It uses a dockerized version of SIAM that scales depending on
the scalable number of images and the resource availability. The pre-processing consists of
the following steps:
1.

2.

3.
4.

5.
6.
7.

Select and access candidate images. Currently, all available images covering the
spatio-temporal target extent of the factbase are selected, regardless of image content
(e.g., without filtering for cloud cover);
Prepare images for semantic enrichment. Select the necessary spectral bands for
each candidate image depending on the sensor, calibrate if not in at least top-ofatmosphere (ToA) reflectance, and transform them into the required format for SIAM.
Automatically generate a mask to include only pixels with valid observations in all
the necessary bands to guarantee a complete spectral signature and eliminate artefacts
and errors at acquisition swath edges;
If specified, the input file of necessary spectral bands for SIAM is re-projected using
GDAL warp and the bilinear algorithm, and nearest neighbour for the valid-data mask;
Semantic enrichment using SIAM. The exact enrichment outputs are derived from the
semantic EO data cube’s layout [55] (e.g., a total of 33 spectral categories, haze mask,
greenness ratio, brightness information layers);
Generate metadata files for images and information layers depending on the EO data
cube software;
Index the new images and information layers into the EO data cube software;
Remove intermediate outputs from steps 2–4 depending on configuration.
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The output of pre-processing is the semantic enrichment for all EO images in a
unified grid and target projection available in the factbase for querying. The indexing of
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additional layers, such as a DEM and derived information layers (e.g., retrieval of mountain
categories), occurs on a case-by-case basis.
4.1.2. Data Models and Information Management
The data model design aims to appropriately represent the observed geographical
phenomena and reduce the costs of computation, storage, and maintenance. The logical
representations in Sen2Cube.at are gridded datasets in EO data cubes (factbase) containing
data and image-derived information and semantic models in a relational database (knowledgebase). Thus, the thematic information (i.e., interpretation) constitute the thematic
dimension of the semantic EO data cube and is either explicitly stored (e.g., semantically
enriched images), or implicitly captured in a semantic model. This contrasts with other EO
data cubes, where the thematic dimension is not usually augmented with new categorical
information and not coupled with a knowledgebase.
The thematic dimension of a semantic EO data cube may vary between instances and
requires additional metadata management; therefore, we developed the concept of a layout.
A layout describes the semantic EO data cube’s structure, value types and basic operations
that can be applied (e.g., re-scaling categorical or continuous variables). The layout is
human- and machine-readable and used in all system components. For example, the GUI
relies on it to automatically enable or disable interfaces, and it defines internal decisions
the inference engine makes about product locations or re-sampling strategies [55].
The data models and information management are technology-agnostic, but we selected specific technologies for our implementation. It currently uses the Open Data Cube
to instantiate EO data cubes and saves the knowledgebase in PostgreSQL with the semantic
models as XML (eXtensible Markup Language) and the layout as JSON (JavaScript Object
Notation). The connection with knowledge graphs in the Semantic Web using linked data is
conceptually possible, but the observation-based EO data cube would need to be extended
with object-based capabilities to fully support such semantic relationships.
4.1.3. Knowledge Engineering Using Semantic Models
The Sen2Cube.at interface allows the development of a semantic model by defining
entities and their properties (e.g., color, temporal information) in a visual convergenceof-evidence approach. A semantic model may be application-dependent and incorporate
spatial and temporal dimensions because knowledge engineering aims for the spatiotemporal top-down conceptual modelling of real-world entities, in contrast to the generic
rule-based data-driven bottom-up initial semantic enrichment. An example that includes
the temporal dimension is formulating how to define areas based on where vegetation was
lost compared to the previous year.
Our semantic query language is designed to allow users to create semantic models in
a dedicated structure. A semantic model in Sen2Cube.at consists of metadata (e.g., name,
free-text description, user/owner, timestamp of last update) and two components to allow
for generic, automated processing, and comprehensive complex queries (Figure 3):
(1) Semantic concepts: users define semantic concepts, such as entities, by combining
several facts as entity properties in a convergence-of-evidence approach (e.g., land
cover types). Examples are the spectral categories as color information, texture,
topography or spatio-temporal attributes. By definition, and consistent with expert
systems, multiple entity properties are connected by a logical AND. Each property
contains one or more rules, which can be connected by either AND or OR. Optionally,
a rule to define an entity can also be a constraint with additional criteria (e.g., specific
time intervals). For example, the land cover type ‘surface water’ may be defined by
attribute values of all available properties (e.g., color, texture, slope, spatio-temporal
attributes) while the property ‘color’ may hold values ‘green’ or ‘blue’ and the property
‘slope’ the value ‘flat’. The defined entities may be directly or closely associated with
physical entities (e.g., lake, farmland, vegetation). The semantic level is decided by the
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user on a case-by-case basis and only limited by the capabilities of available semantic
enrichment and additional data (e.g., DEM).
(2) Application: users formulate how to generate analysis results by using one or more
defined semantic concepts. Specific, well-defined processing actions can be used and
of 22
chained to obtain the outputs. Semantic concepts and results can be (re-)used in11many
outputs in the application domain.

Figure 3. Graphical knowledge engineering approach implemented in our model editor (screenshot). The model editor is
Figure 3. Graphical knowledge engineering approach implemented in our model editor (screenshot). The model editor
based on the Blockly library with our custom blocks for semantic querying. The figure shows the definition of two entities
is based on the Blockly library with our custom blocks for semantic querying. The figure shows the definition of two
(vegetation and cloud) as semantic concepts based on the properties of combined spectral categories and their analysis
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4.2. Semantic Querying and Inference Engine
Separation of the definition of semantic concepts definitions and applications (i.e., reThe overarching goal of semantic querying is bridging the 4D physical spatio-temsults) is important to reduce complexity, thus keeping EO analyses tangible. It makes it
poral world and the 2D image domain, which may be extended with the time dimension
possible to investigate and improve them independently. For example, it is possible to
to extract more information and achieve a higher semantic level. The purpose of the inferalter the definition of vegetation while keeping the application part unchanged and vice
ence engine is to evaluate the semantic models and return the inferred information in data
versa. This is different from typical programming interfaces, which usually start with
formats that allow interoperability with further processing and/or visualization tasks. The
inference engine evaluates a semantic model in a stepwise manner:
1.

Prepare semantic model for processing. The inference engine creates its own processing-optimized internal representation of a semantic model. General checks are
performed, e.g., whether the query‘s extent intersects spatio-temporally the fact-
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loading data and then apply a sequence of technically defined operations that build upon
each other. This approach provides a structured yet flexible interface to the user, who can
create semantic models to obtain results for queries such as, “count how many times water
occurred in each part of my AOI”, or, “create a cloud-free composite map for my AOI
during a specific time frame”.
4.2. Semantic Querying and Inference Engine
The overarching goal of semantic querying is bridging the 4D physical spatio-temporal
world and the 2D image domain, which may be extended with the time dimension to
extract more information and achieve a higher semantic level. The purpose of the inference
engine is to evaluate the semantic models and return the inferred information in data
formats that allow interoperability with further processing and/or visualization tasks. The
inference engine evaluates a semantic model in a stepwise manner:
1.

2.

3.

Prepare semantic model for processing. The inference engine creates its own processingoptimized internal representation of a semantic model. General checks are performed,
e.g., whether the query‘s extent intersects spatio-temporally the factbase’s extent;
Execute the semantic query. Each building block in a semantic model is associated
with a dedicated evaluation function that performs a certain processing task. There
are three main types of processing tasks: (1) translating high-level semantic concepts
into low-level database queries, (2) using these queries to retrieve actual data values
from the factbase, and (3) applying specified data cube operations (e.g., reductions,
filters) to the retrieved data;
Export outputs. Each result specified in the application part of a semantic model is
an n-dimensional array. The number of dimensions (n) depends on the performed
reduction and expansion operations. The most common outputs are 1D arrays with
a time dimension (i.e., time series such as a vegetation status over a year) and 2D
arrays with two spatial dimensions (i.e., map such as green spaces in a city, cloudfree composite). However, other dimension combinations as outputs are possible,
including a scalar value (e.g., the maximum number of water pixels in an area),
categories (e.g., most occurring entity over time), and dates (e.g., cloud-free dates).
For each result, the inference engine writes the content of the returned array to a file.
The file type depends on the dimensions of the array. For example, a time series is
written to a CSV file, while a map is written to a GeoTIFF file.

The inference engine is developed in-house as a python library that includes a driver to
access data and information layers indexed in the ODC. The inference engine uses DataArray objects from the Python library xarray [16] as a data structure for multi-dimensional
arrays, and extends the functionalities of xarray to implement evaluation functions for each
processing task.
A semantic query consists of the following components:
1.

2.
3.
4.
5.

Semantic model: a subset of the knowledgebase that stores users’ a-priori knowledge as a set of rules that define semantic concepts (i.e., entities). It also contains
a formulation for producing desired results based on these concepts used to infer
new information;
Area-of-interest: a subset (spatial extent) of the factbase;
Time Interval: a subset (temporal extent) of the factbase;
Results: one or more outputs, which are defined in the semantic model and generated
through inference;
Meta-data: information about the inference (e.g., execution times, duration, owner/creator).

Users submit a semantic query with a semantic model either in batch mode, obtaining
the results once the query completed, or interactively by developing or changing semantic
models and obtaining the results faster. For example, the interactive use-case is helpful in
fast prototyping or to create new semantic models in a step-wise manner. To support this,
users select the ‘preview’ mode, which resamples the spatial resolution prior to processing
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in Sen2Cube.at to serve a wide range of potential users (see Figure 1); some users might
be domain experts, e.g., in agriculture, but not familiar with programming or EO. Since
the initial semantic enrichment of optical EO images is mono-date, application-independ12 of 21
ent, and only one part of a CV system, the graphical model editor is where users formalize
a priori knowledge for their analyses. The graphical model editor is based on the JavaScript library Blockly (https://developers.google.com/blockly/, accessed on 28 October
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The front end serves as a central hub for multiple instantiations of factbases and users
select the factbase that they want for semantic querying [55]. It is a single access points for
all factbases and allows the maintenance of a central knowledgebase. The factbases are
still separated from each other. A semantic model can be executed on different, but not be
across multiple factbases. Distributed system components use encrypted communication
over the Internet, which allows deployment of factbases on different cloud infrastructures.
The server-side backend is a Flask REST API with Marshmallow as a data abstraction
layer and follows the json:api standard. Therefore, the API is independent of the GUI
supporting additional clients (e.g., mobile) or batch-processing (e.g., using command-line
interface). API requests need token-based authentication via OAuth2. Secure storage of
user credentials and token management are based on Keycloak as an identity server.
Additionally, a command-line interface (CLI) to submit, see, and retrieve inferences.
The CLI allows many automatization tasks and the embedding of Sen2Cube.at into existing
workflows. Examples include scheduling inferences or batch processing using many or
large AOIs. Further, it is also possible to access the factbase using Jupyter notebooks with R
and Python kernels as an interactive programming interface, e.g., to use specific packages.
4.4. Performance, Scaling, and Security Considerations
The architecture is designed to facilitate a variety of tasks from diverse users with
different requirements. Therefore, the performance criteria do include not only execution
speed but also qualitative and quantitative indicators such as reproducibility of results and
correctness of evaluation [56].
The architecture allows flexible deployment and fine-grained horizontal scaling (see
“Horizontal Scaling” symbol in Figure 2) using Docker containers (e.g., the inference engine
and the pre-processing with semantic enrichment). For example, every inference engine
process runs in its own container and evaluates only one semantic query at a time, which
facilitates concurrent executions. On shared resources, the number of containers is a tradeoff between the desired maximum concurrent queries and the maximum resources that a
single semantic query can use if queries are executed in parallel.
Special considerations are required during factbase updates, complete resource occupation and factbase crashes. Semantic queries that are executed while new data and information are indexed may return incorrect results if data are read multiple times. Database
systems usually provide sophisticated transaction and locking mechanisms to avoid these
anomalies. We developed a simple locking mechanism in which factbases can hold different
status codes. During normal operation, the factbase status is ‘ready’, which is changed to
‘maintenance’ during updates to prevent executing semantic queries. Each semantic query
is also assigned a status (e.g., ‘created’, ‘started’, ‘succeeded’, ‘failed’) and will remain as
‘created’ if all resources are occupied until some are free again. Thus, the inference engine
containers send their occupation to the backend from which a factbase ’busy’ or ‘ready’
status is derived. If no signals are received for longer time, the factbase status is set to
‘offline’. The factbase status is visible to users to give an indication why their semantic
queries may not be executed.
To prevent overuse by single users, the execution of semantic queries can be limited
on a per-user basis, e.g., time limits and resource consumption. This supports different user
types ranging from demo users with only a few minutes to users of operational applications
with hours or even days of granted execution time. The resource consumption limits are
the container settings provided by Docker [57], which can be directly used since every
inference engine executes semantic queries in its own container.
The operation of cloud-based big EO data systems with shared resources, fully automated and regular processing, and occasional anomalies in the source data [58], requires
a monitoring system that supports alerts. All of this can hamper near-real-time applications. We use Grafana with Loki to investigate log files and Prometheus to monitor
resources allowing the investigation of logs of crashes and errors, as well as to track computing resource consumption, detect bottlenecks, identify errors or skipped images during
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the automated semantic enrichment, or send alerts if factbase updates with new images
unexpectedly stop.
Security considerations of unauthorized data access and manipulation are mitigated by
state-of-the-art user management with extended features (e.g., password policy, two-factor
authentication, standard TLS/SSL encryption). Further, the semantic queries are executed
in read-only containers with read-only mounted directories. The image index database in
PostgreSQL is accessed by a database role with limited read privileges on necessary tables.
All the user inputs are checked (e.g., intersection with the spatial footprint, start and end
dates) and sanitized (e.g., using prepared statements or the slugify Python package).
4.5. Support, Workshops, and Community
The Sen2Cube.at approach involves many user interactions during the creation of
semantic models and augmentation of the knowledgebase. Multiple users with different
expertise can collaborate, such as domain experts and EO experts. The intention is to reach
out to potential users who are new to the EO domain. Therefore, the user perspective is
crucial, and we want to support as many users as best as possible by conducting workshops,
collecting and integrating user feedback, and providing a detailed online manual (https:
//manual.sen2cube.at, accessed on 28 October 2021) and an online forum (https://foru
m.sen2cube.at, accessed on 28 October 2021) where users can obtain information about
updates but also ask questions, report problems or discuss use-cases and features.
5. The National Austrian Semantic EO Data Cube Infrastructure
While the presented architecture is not limited to a specific sensor or a specific semantic
enrichment, our first instance of this approach is the Austrian semantic EO data cube
infrastructure and contains images captured by the Sentinel-2 MSI sensor. At the time
of writing, we have semantically enriched and indexed all the available Sentinel-2 L1C
products from 14 granules (32TNT, 32TQT, 33TUN, 33TVN, 33TWN, 33UVP, 33UWQ,
32TPT, 33TUM, 33TVM, 33TWM, 33UUP, 33UWP, and 33UXP) acquired from July 2015
to now (ca. 13,000 images). New images are automatically pre-processed, semantically
enriched, and added to the factbase on a daily basis. The Sentinel-2 images covering
Austria are originally provided in UTM zones 32N and 33N, which we reproject to an equal
area projection used by statistical agencies in Europe (EPSG:3035) with targeted aligned
pixels, ultimately aligning the 10m output to the EEA reference grid [59]. A 10m spatial
resolution DEM covering Austria based on combined provincial airborne laser scanning
data (https://www.data.gv.at/katalog/dataset/dgm, accessed on 28 October 2021) is also
indexed, as well as derived information (i.e., slope, aspect, surface roughness) that can also
be used in semantic models.
Semantic models for different applications are currently being designed and tested in
Sen2Cube.at with Sentinel-2 images, but the models are sensor- and geography-independent.
This means that the semantic models are largely transferable to factbases based on other
optical sensors and areas outside Austria. Queries and applications currently under investigation that may be directly transferred into services include: (a) semantic-content-based
image retrieval with AOI-based execution and download-link to original images (e.g., images that have less than 10% cloud in an AOI); (b) the generation of composites using
user-defined best-pixel-selection (e.g., cloud-free, greenest); (c) (multi-) parcel-based analysis with maps or time-series as the output (e.g., to detect mowing of grassland or harvest
of agricultural fields); (d) national or state-level analyses with maps as output (e.g., indicate potential areas with soil sealing or vegetation loss). Figure 5 shows one output that
covers the entire spatial extent of all granules from 1 March 2020 to 30 September 2020 and
visualizes the percentage of valid observations (i.e., pixel-based cloud masking using the
semantic concepts) where vegetation was observed.
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Figure 5. A vegetation percentage over time within the vegetation season (1. March 2020–30 September 2020) based on
Figure 5. A vegetation percentage over time within the vegetation season (1 March 2020–30 September 2020) based
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color naming method. The resulting spectral categories are associated to color properties
of (land cover) entities within user-defined semantic models in a convergence-of-evidence
approach. Since the knowledgebase is continuously augmented with expert knowledge,
the system’s AI capability is ever-increasing. Separating the fully automatic, sample-free
semantic enrichment from user-defined semantic models avoids the pitfall of some AI
expert systems with respect to limited flexibility and complexity. The overall goal is yet to
be achieved, since some important entity properties, such as geometric object attributes
(e.g., size, shape) and spatio-temporal relationships (e.g., overlap, close-to,) are not yet part
of our semantic models and data models. However, our architecture of an AI system for
CV of optical EO images is in line with (i.e., a subset of) a full, hierarchical, multi-stage
image understanding system. The analysis capabilities of spatial information, which even
dominates color information in image analysis [61], can be added. In the big EO data
domain, only prototypical work aims to include spatial information [14,44], and more
research, e.g., on hybrid data models, is required.
The semantic enrichment increases the volume of the data that needs to be stored,
but it reduces the processing time because users do not start from scratch. Categorical
variables stored in one band can be represented with fewer bits than the reflectance
values of multispectral EO images stored in several bands. Since many semantic queries
can be conducted on category values stored in 8Bit raster data instead of multi-band
reflectance values stored in 10Bit raster data per band, many analyses are faster with
less memory footprint. Typically, cloud storage is cheaper than cloud processing [17].
The more often the data is used the higher the cost-saving effect. To facilitate more
implementations, semantic enrichment should happen early in the EO image processing
chain (i.e., at the ground segment). Additional data, such as the DEM-derived layers (slope,
aspect, roughness), can also be semantically enriched to better facilitate semantic querying
based on more meaningful categories. While some categories may already be available [62],
their applicability needs to be checked and, if necessary, new categories need to be found
or developed.
The approach presented here reaches its limit with very specific applications that
require special algorithms or physical models that cannot be formulated in semantic models
(e.g., estimating carbon stocks, analysing urban heat islands). However, the approach still
may have its merits within a stratified approach that uses land cover maps.
We associate the graphical approach and semantic querying with an increased usability as illustrated in Figure 2 because it is closer to domain language, abstracts many
technical implementation details, and allows the sharing of semantic models between
expert and non-expert users. Experienced users with programming skills may prefer a
programming interface; there are lots of examples of this, including the SITS R package [32]
or OpenEO [63]. A programmatic approach to creating semantic models is currently under development, although it focuses on the semantic analyses and therefore will remain
conceptually different from these developments.
New factbases outside Austria, including automated semantic enrichment, have already been created for some smaller areas (e.g., covering parts of Syria [64] and Afghanistan)
and other sensors (e.g., AVHRR-3). An automated approach to creating an on-demand factbase in a cloud environment is also currently under development, similar to the approach
by [65].
Since our Sen2Cube.at architecture is cloud-based, it remains affected by all the typical
limitations of cloud-based systems, including the fact that users are not in full control of
certain steps, as well as the data, or are affected by internet connectivity problems [7].
7. Conclusions and Outlook
We developed Sen2Cube.at, a scalable semantic EO data cube architecture, as a step towards the production of an explainable AI-based CV system for big EO data, implementing
it prototypically for Sentinel-2 images covering Austria. This is the first implementation of
a semantic EO data cube on a national level worldwide. It includes the automated genera-
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tion of application-generic information layers (i.e., semantic enrichment) and a semantic
querying language within a GUI, which allows users to query the semantic EO data cube
in a graphical way and as close as possible to their own domain language.
This semantics-enabled approach differs from existing multi-temporal big EO data
analysis approaches because it is general-purpose and based on semantic querying using
a priori knowledge, meaning it is an explainable AI approach. Semantic querying works
differently to approaches based on procedural or declarative code. In contrast to nonsemantic approaches, SCBIR based on any semantic concepts, e.g., cloud-free custom AOIs,
maximum surface water (flooded areas), and strongest vegetation, is possible. With respect
to image analysis, we showed the benefits using a simple example of inferring vegetation
occurrence. The semantic model for this semantic query does not require users to know
internal descriptors (e.g., band names) and execution steps or to set arbitrary, image- and
location-dependent vegetation index thresholds without a meaning (e.g., 0.3 or 0.4). It
allows the exclusion of noise, e.g., image-independent cloud masks based on the spectral
categories and defined semantic concepts, as a criterion in the same way. In our semantic
querying, the target spatio-temporal entities are defined as general, data-independent,
transferable knowledge using a convergence-of-evidence approach, in which color is just
one property or piece of evidence. The hierarchical CV system does not associate the
spectral signature of reflectance values directly to land cover types; rather, it considers the
spectral signatures as a color property of spatio-temporal entities.
In addition to the technical and scientific differences between approaches, usability
plays a vital role for end-users depending on user type [5]. The semantic models divide
the complexity of an EO analysis into tangible pieces, formulated in a more “natural”,
meaningful way and facilitated by a GUI. New information can be inferred by an automated
translation of target entity definitions into queries against a factbase. Thus, it allows even
complex querying and offers the potential to reach and engage new and non-EO expert
users, contributing to an increased uptake of free and open big EO data archives. Our own
experiences with users and their feedback so far have been positive; however, an objective
evaluation of usability and the comparison with different (non-semantic) approaches,
including various code editors (e.g., openEO, GEE, ODC Jupyter notebooks) and other
visual approaches is not easy to obtain. Since the number of available platforms for
analyzing big EO data are increasing, the end users as well as the entire community would
benefit from a dedicated usability study that compare various approaches and platforms,
considering different types of users and their requirements.
In many applications, Sen2Cube.at will only be part of a larger workflow with additional methods and tools. For example, either the input AOI is the result of a GIS operation
or the output data is further processed or combined with other data. This is similar to other
EO data cube implementations. Therefore, we recognize the importance of standardized
input and output interfaces that allow the seamless integration of Sen2Cube.at into (existing) workflows. Examples of these interfaces are OGC WFS for AOI inputs and obtaining
results in machine-readable formats or OGC WMS. It is also possible to switch to a Jupyter
notebook and directly use the results in further R or Python processing.
Similar to experiences gathered by the Open Data Cube Initiative [17] and Digital
Earth Africa [66], we emphasize that merely providing access to the software is not sufficient to meet users’ needs, particularly with a new and different approach. The initial
development of such an architecture can be achieved by research projects, but the transition into a sustainable operation as infrastructure requires different tasks. These tasks
include continuous software maintenance, bug-fixing and improvements, monitoring, data
updates, as well as up-to-date documentation, a manual, information and training material,
a community forum, and workshops. The sustainable operation shifts the focus and type
of required effort and affects access to funding, knowledge, and the skills of the people
involved, as well as the stakeholders.
Future technical developments will include general upscaling, the operationalization
of the approach, and the on-demand instantiation of new factbases for any area of the
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Earth. This requires the further development and implementation of the layout concept.
Supporting different use-cases and application scenarios will be achieved by adding more
data and information (e.g., different sensors), performing data fusion on the semantic level
(e.g., queries across multiple factbases), and developing additional interfaces (e.g., GIS,
mobile applications). Further, a more sophisticated mechanism for scheduling semantic
queries, including notifications, together with an AOI database will improve monitoring
and reporting applications. Improvements in the performance include parallelisation of the
inference engine, using cloud-optimized data formats, such as Cloud-optimized-GeoTIFFs
that support pyramids and tiling, and STAC (Spatio-Temporal Asset Catalog).
Scientific research will include the investigation of the automated reporting of machinereadable provenance graphs of inference results, which goes beyond current metadata.
Such a provenance graph typically includes the source datasets and processing steps [67,68].
While this is supposed to increase trust in results and address the veracity of big data
in general, a research gap remains the development of methods and tools that evaluate
the provenance graph on the client side. Extensions of the data model include objectbased approaches that go beyond parcel-based queries to allow using object attributes and
spatial relationships in the semantic models. This could facilitate the linking to knowledge
graphs, e.g., with GeoSPARQL queries. Further, we will investigate the applicability of
the Sen2Cube.at system in more applications, including those that are related to SDG
indicators, such as the mountain green cover index (15.4.2) or the soil sealing index (15.4.1).
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