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Abstract: In this study, we investigate sea state estimation from spaceborne GNSS-R. Due to the
complex scattering of electromagnetic waves on the rough sea surface, the neural network approach is
adopted to develop an algorithm to derive significant wave height (SWH) from CYGNSS data. Eighty-
nine million pieces of CYGNSS data from September to November 2020 and the co-located ECMWF
data are employed to train a three-hidden-layer neural network. Ten variables are considered as the
input parameters of the neural network. Without the auxiliary of the wind speed, the SWH retrieved
using the trained neural network exhibits a bias and an RMSE of −0.13 and 0.59 m with respect to
ECMWF data. When considering wind speed as the input, the bias and RMSE were reduced to −0.09
and 0.49 m, respectively. When the incidence angle ranges from 35◦ to 65◦ and the SNR is above 7 dB,
the retrieval performance is better than that obtained using other values. The measurements derived
from the “Block III” satellite offer worse results than those derived from other satellites. When the
distance is considered as an input parameter, the retrieval performances for the areas near the coast
are significantly improved. A soft data filter is used to synchronously improve the precision and
ensure the desired sample number. The RMSEs of the retrieved SWH are reduced to 0.45 m and 0.41
m from 0.59 m and 0.49 m, and only 16.0% and 14.9% of the samples are removed. The retrieved
SWH also shows a clear agreement with the co-located buoy and Jason-3 altimeter data.

Keywords: cyclone global navigation satellite system (CYGNSS); significant wave height (SWH);
European Center for Medium-range Weather Forecasts (ECMWF); neural network

1. Introduction

Significant wave height (SWH) is important for ocean applications, such as climate
evaluation and ocean engineering. Precisely monitoring and forecasting it is critical. Buoys,
which can provide the most comprehensive information, are a traditional tool used to mea-
sure SWH [1]; however, their spatial coverage is severely limited. Furthermore, they are
too expensive to widely distribute. Spaceborne altimeters, as an important remote sensing
technology, can globally measure SWH. The typical representatives are Topex-Poseidon [2],
Jason [3], HaiYang2 (HY2) [4], and the Satellite for ARgos and ALtika (SARAL/Altika) [5].
Spaceborne altimeters provide accurate measurements along the “nadir” track, as well as
kilometer-level spatial resolution; however, they have a low temporal resolution. Space-
borne synthetic aperture radars (SARs), such as Envisat [6], Sentinel-1 [7], and Gaofen-3 [8],
are also useful for monitoring ocean waves. It was found that the root mean square (RMS) of
the signal-to-noise ratio (SNR) from SAR images has a linear relationship with the SWH [9].
Unfortunately, wave measurements from SAR are low-density. Scatterometers are designed
to measure sea wind vectors with a spatial resolution of about 25 km and a precision of
2 m/s. Scatterometers can monitor oceans with a high revisit frequency. The Advanced
Scatterometer (ASCAT) on board the MetOp-A satellite covers the global ocean in 1.5 days,
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and the Quick Scatterometer (QuickSCAT) covers 90% of the global ocean each day. The
primary objectives of scatterometers are to measure ocean wind vectors; however, they also
have the ability to measure SWH. In [10] and [11], the data from the Earth Remote Sensing
Satellite-1/2 (ERS-1/2) and Quick Scatterometer (QuickSCAT) were used to retrieve SWHs
based on an artificial neural network. A multi-layer neural network was trained to derive
SWHs from ASCAT data, and the results showed that under moderate sea conditions
(1.0–5.0 m), the SWH from the multi-layer network and the WaveWatch III had a root mean
square error (RMSE) of 0.5 m [12]. A deep neural network was developed to combine the
data from the Surface Waves Investigation and Monitoring (SWIM) instrument and the
China–France Oceanic SATellite (CFOSAT) to retrieve SWHs over an extended swath, and
a RMSE of 0.26 m was obtained [13]. Some other wave radars were also used to retrieve
SWH, such as high-frequency (HF) radars [14].

Global Navigation Satellite System-Reflectometry (GNSS-R) is a new remote sensing
tool that synchronously receives the direct GNSS signal and the corresponding signal
reflected off the Earth’s surface to retrieve the Earth’s physical parameters, such as wind
fields [15,16], sea surface height [17,18], sea ice [19,20], soil moisture [21,22], etc. Some space-
borne GNSS-R missions, such as the UK TechDemoSat-1 [23], Cyclone GNSS (CYGNSS) [24],
and Bufeng [25], have provided global observations of Earth’s parameters. For GNSS-R,
the interferometric complex field (ICF) [26] and interference pattern technique (IPT) [27]
were proposed to measure SWH in coastal scenarios. These two methods are both based on
the coherence of the reflected signal being dependent upon the sea state. Unfortunately, for
most spaceborne cases, the coherence of the signal reflected off the sea surface is extremely
weak [28], so they fail to work in spaceborne cases. It was demonstrated that the whole
delay-Doppler maps (DDMs) from the UK DMC satellite were potentially able to improve
the observations of wind and waves [29]. The sensitivity of the reflected GNSS signal to
wave was noticeable at wind speeds ≤ 10 m/s [30]. It was found that SWH had a strong
effect on the defined Scaled SNR (SSNR) of the DDM [31]. In [32], the observable in [9] was
extended to the CYGNSS data to measure SWH. These works indicated that GNSS-R can
be used to improve the understanding of surface waves.

Artificial intelligence methods have been widely used to retrieve the Earth’s physical
parameters and obtained better retrieval performances than the analytical functions [33].
They have also been used in spaceborne GNSS-R [34–36]. In this study, to demonstrate the
potential of spaceborne GNSS-R for monitoring sea waves, a novel approach for measuring
SWH from the CYGNSS data is developed. It is found that the SWH from the CYGNSS
data is in agreement with the re-analyzed ECMWF, co-located buoys, and Jason-3 altimeter
data. Section 2 describes the data from the CYGNSS, ECMWF, buoys, and Jason-3 altimeter.
Section 3 discusses the wind–wave relationship. The architecture and training process of
the neural network are described in Section 4. The SWHs from the CYGNSS data and the
ECMWF are compared in Section 5. Section 6 gives an approach to improve the retrieval
precision of the SWH. Section 7 presents the comparison of the retrieved SWH with the
buoy and Jason-3 SWHs. The discussion and conclusion of this paper are addressed in
Section 8.

2. Data
2.1. CYGNSS Data

The primary objective of the CYGNSS is to retrieve sea wind speed with a low mission
cost. The CYGNSS constellation consists of eight micro-satellites with a weight of about
17.6 kg. The orbit inclination and altitude are 35◦ and 500 km, respectively. Each satellite
simultaneously samples the quasi-specular scattered signals from up to four available
GPS transmitters. The spatial resolution and the mean revisit time are 25 km and 7 h,
respectively [37]. A detailed mission description was provided in [38,39].

The basic observable of spaceborne GNSS-R is the DDM, which describes the distribu-
tion of the correlation power in the two-dimensional delay and Doppler domain. The DDM
size for the level 1 (L1) data of the CYGNSS is 17 × 11. The delay and Doppler resolution
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are 0.25 chips and 500 Hz, respectively [40]. From the DDM, the features sensitive to Earth’s
physical parameters, such as the normalized bi-static radar cross section (NBRCS) [40] and
leading edge slope (LES) [41], are defined. The CYGNSS data used in this paper are L1
version 3.0 data, which were downloaded from http://doi.org/10.5067/CYGNS-L1X30,
accessed on 23 July 2021. The data not only consist of the NBRCS and LES but also include
a series of geometry and instrument parameters at the acquisition time. The data from
September to November 2020 are used to retrieve SWH and evaluate the performance. The
DDM with the SNR less than 2 dB is removed to ensure the used DDM are of good quality.
The definition of the DDM SNR can be found in [32].

2.2. ECMWF

The SWH and wind speed from ECMWF ERA5, which were downloaded from
https:cds.climate.copernicus.eu/cdsapp#!dataset/reanalysis-era5-single-levels?tab=from,
accessed on 23 August 2021. are used to develop and evaluate the model of retrieving SWH.
The ECMWF provides the global and hourly estimations of many atmospheric, land, and
oceanic climate variables. The wind speed and SWH have a spatial resolution of 25 km and
50 km, respectively. The ECMWF data have to be collocated with the CYGNSS data. In
time dimension, the maximum temporal offset is 0.5 h. In space, a two-dimensional linear
interpolation is used to obtain the co-location wind speed and SWH. The match-up process
yields a dataset more than 11 million data pairs. The specular points of the CYGNSS in
the matched dataset are shown in Figure 1a, which cover a latitude from 35◦N to 35◦S.
There are more measurements in the latitude of ±30◦ than other latitudes due to the 35◦

orbit inclination of the GYGNSS satellite. The tracks of the CYGNSS sub-satellites have
more measurements than other regions. Figure 1b shows the distribution of the SWH in
the match-ups. Most SWHs range from 0 to 7 m, and only a few samples are at 0∼1 m
and 4∼7 m. This distribution may cause low accuracy at the low and high SWH due to
the under-fitting. This phenomenon, known as the sample imbalance problem, is common
in machine learning (ML). To decrease the risk of the under-fitting caused by an imbal-
anced sample, sample balancing is carried out. A widely used method is the oversampling
technique. Here, a simpler method, replicating the samples from the minority [42], is used.
This procedure involves repeatedly copying the match-ups when the match-up number is
located in a given interval as follows:

SWHadji = 11,Ni ⊗ SWHorgi Ti ≤ SWHi < Ti+1 (1)

where 11,Ni is a unit row vector; ⊗ represents the tensor product operator; and SWHorgi is
a row vector which is composed of the SWHs from Ti and Ti+1. In this paper, the SWHs
in the match-ups are divided into 35 groups, and Ti is (i − 1) · 0.2. For the SWH group
SWHorgi, Ni can be computed as:

Ni =
⌊
η ·max{Li}

/
Li
⌋

(2)

where max{·} is the maximum operator; Li is the size of SWHorgi; and η is a fractional
value which is 1 for SWHorg5∼14, 0.35 for SWHorg4∼5 and SWHorg15, 0.30 for SWHorg2 and
SWHorg16∼17, 0.25 for SWHorg0∼2 and SWHorg19∼20, and 0.15 for SWHorg20∼34. The red
histogram in Figure 1b shows the distribution of the adjusted SWH, in which the numbers
of the samples at the low and high SWHs are effectively improved. This improvement
reduces the risk of under-fitting at the low and high SWHs.

All match-ups are randomly split into two groups: the training and test set. The
training set, which has 1.30 million match-ups, is used to develop the neural network. The
test set serves to evaluate the performance of the neural network.

http://doi.org/10.5067/CYGNS-L1X30
https:cds.climate.copernicus.eu/cdsapp#!dataset/reanalysis-era5-single-levels?tab=from
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Figure 1. (a) Trajectory of specular points of CYGNSS; (b) distribution of SWH in matched dataset.

2.3. Buoy

The hourly SWHs from the buoy network of the National Data Buoy Center (NDBC)
are collected to evaluate the precision of the retrieved SWH. The chosen buoys are depicted
in Figure 2. They are mainly moored off Hawaii, the Gulf of Mexico, and the east coast
of North America. The thresholds for the temporal and spatial associations between the
retrieved SWH and the buoy are 30 min and 25 km. In total, 4600 match-ups are collected.
To ensure the independence of the comparison between the retrieved SWH and buoy data,
the buoy match-ups are not used to develop the neural network.
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Figure 2. Locations of the NDBC buoys used in this study.

2.4. Jason-3 Altimeter

Jason-3 is the fourth mission of a series of US–European satellite missions, which
has a non-sun-synchronous orbit with an altitude of 1336 km, an inclination of 66◦, and a
cycle of about 9.5 days [43]. The primary task is to measure global sea-level variation and
SWH using a Ku-band and C-band altimeter. The measured SWH, which is downloaded
from http://www.ncei.noaa.gov/data/oceans/jason3/gdr_f/gdr, accessed on 21 March
2022, is used to evaluate the retrieved SWH. The spatial and temporal gaps between the
Jason-3 data and CYGNSS observation are 30 min and 25 km, respectively. About 193,000
match-ups in total are collected.

http://www.ncei.noaa.gov/data/oceans/jason3/gdr_f/gdr
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3. Wind–Wave Relationship

The SWH mainly consists of wind-driven and swell-driven SWH. For a fully developed
sea, according to the Pierson–Moskowitz spectrum, wind-driven SWH is approximately
expressed as [44]:

SWHwind ≈ 0.22
U2

10
g

(3)

where U10 is the 10 m wind speed, and g is the gravity acceleration. The ratio between
wind-driven SWH and total SWH is defined to evaluate the impact of wind speed on SWH.
As shown in Figure 3a, some SWHs exhibit the correlation relationship with wind speeds,
the ratios of which are closer to 1; however, a large number of points deviate from the
Equation (3), and the deviation becomes serious as wind speed decreases. The means
and standard deviations of swell-driven, wind-driven, and total SWHs at different wind
speeds are presented in Figure 3b. When wind speed is below 5 m/s, the statistics of total
SWH agree with these of swell-driven SWH. As wind speed increases, the statistics of total
SWH gradually break away from these of swell-driven SWH, but tend to the statistics of
wind-driven SWH. This indicates that the dominant driving force of sea wave at low wind
speed is swell, whereas at high wind speed, the driving force is wind speed. The response
of the GNSS-R dominates the specular or quasi-specular scattering [45], which is mainly
determined by the large-scale roughness. For a given surface height spectrum, the cut-off
wavelength separating the large and small-scale roughness is [46]:

λc =
3λ

cos θ
(4)

where λ is the GNSS signal wavelength and θ is the incidence angle of the GNSS signal.
When the signal is normally incident, the cut-off wavelength is minimal. For the GPS L1, L2,
and L5 signals, the minimum cut-off wavelengths are about 57, 73, and 77 cm, respectively;
therefore, the wave longer than 60 cm is sensed by GNSS-R. The swell-driven spectrum
lies at the ∼100 m scale. This indicates that wind speed and swell both contribute to the
reflected GNSS signal. A significant dependence of GNSS-R observable in the swell was
observed at wind speeds < 6 m/s [30].
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Figure 3. (a) Scattering between SWH and wind speed from ECMWF and (b) statistical features of
SWH versus wind speed.

4. Neural Network

GNSS-R measurement depends on wind and swell, but there is no explicit relationship
among them. It is difficult to obtain an analytical expression due to a complex interaction
mechanism between the GNSS signal and rough sea surface, and a dynamic geometry
among GNSS satellite, low earth orbit (LEO) satellite, and specular point. Here, a neural
network is used to develop the complex relationship of GNSS-R measurement with SWH
and GNSS-R geometry parameters.
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4.1. Architecture

Many neural networks were proposed to explore the complex relationships. As shown
in Figure 4, a multi-layer feed-forward neural network is used to develop the retrieval
model of SWH, in which the input parameters are the GNSS-R measurements and geometry
parameters, and the output is SWH. The hidden layer number and the neuron number in
each hidden layer are properly chosen to obtain a good retrieval performance. The usual
transfer functions in a neural network are the sigmoid, hyperbolic tangent, and rectified
linear function (RELU):

f (x) =


1

1+e−x sigmoid
ex−e−x

ex+e−x tangent
max(x, 0) RELU

(5)
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Figure 4. Architecture of the neural network used in this study.

4.2. Input Analysis

The basic GNSS-R measurements of the CYGNSS contain the NBRCS, LES, and SNR,
which are widely used to retrieve wind speed [47]. Therefore, the NBRCS, LES, and SNR
are considered as the input parameters for the first case. The incidence angle of the GNSS
signal, the antenna gain at a specular point (sp_rx_gain), and GNSS PRN have important
effects on retrieval performance [47,48]; therefore, the input parameters for the second
case also contain the sp_rx_gain, incidence angle, azimuth angle, and PRN. Swell and
wind wave zone shows a significant spatial pattern [49,50]. For a nearshore areas, coastal
topography and coastline orientation also affect sea wave. It is useful to consider the
geographical information in a spaceborne algorithm. The latitude and longitude of the
specular point (spLat, spLon) were used to improve the GNSS-R retrieval precision [35,51].
The offshore wave is not only influenced by wind speed and swell, but also affected by the
shoaling, refraction, and diffraction of seabed [52]. It is difficult to obtain the water depth
at a specular point, so the distance from the specular point to the coastline (distance) is
used to replace the water depth. The third case is generated by adding the above three
geographical parameters into the second case. Wind speed is a driving force of wave,
especially at high wind speed; hence, based on the third case, wind speed is considered as
an input in the fourth case. The inputs of the neural networks are listed as follows:

1. Case 1: NBRCS; LES; SNR;
2. Case 2: NBRCS; LES; SNR; sp_rx_gain; incidence angle; azimuth angle; PRN;
3. Case 3: NBRCS; LES; SNR; sp_rx_gain; incidence angle; azimuth angle; spLon; spLat;

distance;
4. Case 4: NBRCS; LES; SNR; sp_rx_gain; incidence angle; azimuth angle; spLon; spLat;

distance; wind speed.

Here, a two-hidden layer neural network is used to evaluate the retrieval performance
of the four cases. The transfer functions in the hidden and output layer, respectively,
adopt the hyperbolic tangent and RELU. The neuron number in each hidden layer is 25.
Table 1 shows the SWH retrieval performance for each case. The first case is considered
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as the baseline to compare with the other cases. When the antenna gain, incidence angle,
azimuth angle at specular points, and PRN are considered as the input, the bias and RMSE
are reduced by 40.54% and 13.68%, respectively. For the third case, because the geographical
parameters are added into the input, the bias and RMSE are further reduced by 40.91%
and 28.05%, respectively. This indicates that the geographic parameters provide extra
information for the neural network. When wind speed is added to the neural network,
compared to the third case, reductions of 30.77% and 16.95% in bias and RMSE are obtained,
respectively. The first, second, and third cases represent the independent retrieval using
only CYGNSS data. The fourth case combines the CYGNSS data and auxiliary data to
retrieve SWH. In the following, the third and fourth cases are used to retrieve SWH and
evaluate the retrieval performance.

Table 1. The performance of each input parameter combination.

Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4

bias (m) −0.37 −0.22 −0.13 −0.09
RMSE (m) 0.95 0.82 0.59 0.49

4.3. Architecture Optimization

The ability to approximate a nonlinear function depends on the neuron number in the
hidden layers and the transfer functions. The optimal neuron number in the hidden layers
and the combination of the transfer functions in the hidden and output layers have the
smallest bias and RMSE. When the PELU, which allows a wider output range than the other
two functions, is used as the transfer function in the output layer, a better performance is
obtained. For the transfer functions in the hidden layers, the test results of the hyperbolic
tangent function are better than those of the sigmoid and PELU functions. Therefore,
the hyperbolic tangent and PELU functions are adopted in the hidden and output layers,
respectively. Figure 5 shows the bias and RMSE of the retrieved SWH for the different
hidden layer number and the neuron number in each hidden layer. The bias and RMSE
both decrease as the neuron number increases; however, once the neuron number is above
30, the bias and RMSE tend to be stable. Hence, in the hidden layers, 30 neurons are
considered as the optimal configuration. The neural networks with three and four hidden
layers exhibit a similar retrieval performance and have better retrieval performance than
these with one and two hidden layers. Therefore, the neural networks in this paper contain
three hidden layers.
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Figure 5. (a) Bias and (b) RMSE values for different numbers of hidden layers and numbers of
neurons in each hidden layer.

5. Evaluation of Retrieved SWH

Figure 6 shows the comparison of the retrieved SWH against ECEMF data. Most data
pairs are centered around the 1:1 line; however, the two-side distributions of the 1:1 line are
unsymmetrical. This indicates that there are positive or negative biases at different SWHs.
The fourth case shows an overall better performance than the third case. When wind speed
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is not the input, the bias and RMSE of −0.13 and 0.59 m are obtained, and when wind
speed is considered as the input, the bias and RMSE are −0.09 and 0.49 m, respectively. As
shown in Figure 7a the PDFs of the retrieved SWH and ECEMF data both range from 0 to
7 m, and the most are from 1 to 3 m. As presented in Figure 7b, the errors of the third and
fourth case are centered around zero, and the probabilities of the absolute error above three
standard deviations are 6.05% and 4.36%, respectively.
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Figure 6. Scatter between retrieved SWH and ECMWF data for (a) the third case and (b) the
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5.1. Dependence on SWH

As shown in Figure 6, the asymmetries of the data pairs around the 1:1 line are obvious
and different at different SWHs. Figure 8 shows the biases and RMSEs at different SWHs.
When SWH is below 2.5 m, the retrieved SWH has a negative bias; however, for the SWH
above 2.5 m, the bias becomes positive. The RMSE of the SWH from 2.5 to 5.0 m, where
the impact of wind speed and swell on sea wave are equivalent, is larger than that of the
SWH below 2.5 m, where the dominant wave comes from swell. The neural networks are
underestimated for the SWHs below 0.5 m and above 6.5 m due to few match-ups, so the
RMSEs rebound. The retrieval performances of the fourth case outperform those of the
third case, especially at high SWH, where wind-induced SWH dominates sea wave. This
indicates that when wind- or swell-induced SWHs dominate sea wave, the neural networks
provide better retrieval performance.
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Figure 8. Biases and RMSEs compared between the retrieved SWH and ECMWF data at different
SWHs.

5.2. Dependence on Incidence Angle

The dependence and importance of the incidence angle on the retrieval performance
of wind speed were demonstrated in [30,47–49,51]. The incidence angle of the CYGNSS
data mainly ranges from 0◦ to 70◦, and 80.5% of the data have an incidence angle of
20◦∼60◦. Figure 9 shows the biases and RMSEs at different incidence angles. The results
with the incidence angle from 35◦ to 65◦ are better than these of the other incident angles.
At the incidence angle below 5◦ and above 65◦, the retrieval performance is statistically
insignificant and meaningless as the data in these bins are not sufficient.
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Figure 9. Biases and RMSEs between the retrieved SWH and ECMWF data at different incidence
angles.

5.3. Dependence on SNR

Intuitively, the higher the SNR, the better the data quality, and the better the retrieval
performance. Figure 10 shows the bias and RMSE of the retrieved SWH versus the SNR.
The bias changes from negative to positive, and the absolute bias at high SNR is better than
that at low SNR. The RMSE presents a falling trend as the SNR increases and gradually
tend to be stable once the SNR is above 7 dB. The main GNSS-R measurement is the NBRCS,
which is estimated from the received power. The standard deviation of the received power
explains the changing phenomenon of the RMSE. The standard deviation of the received
signal is given as [53]:

σp =
Pr√
N

√(
1 +

1
SNR

)2
+

(
1

SNR

)2
(6)

where N is the incoherently averaged number and Pr is the mean of the receiver signal
power. After a certain value, increasing SNR will not significantly reduce the standard
deviation of the received power, so cause a limited improvement in retrieval performance.
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5.4. PRN

The GPS constellation includes 8 Block IIR (“Replenishment”), 7 Block IIR-M (“Mod-
ernized”), 12 Block IIF (“Follow-on”), and 4 GPS III/IIIF. GPS satellites in distinct blocks
have different signal levels and angular gain distributions [54]. In [55], it was found that
PRN is the fifth-most dominant feature for the retrieval of wind speed. The dependence of
wind speed retrieval performance on GPS block types was also validated in [56]. These
results indicate that the GPS block type has an important influence on the retrieval per-
formance. As shown in Figure 11, the SWHs from the PRN 24, 4, and 15 satellites with
the block types of IIF, IIR-M, and IIR-M present worse performance. It should be noted
that there are no match-ups from PRN 14, 18, and 23 satellites. As shown in Table 2, the
poorest and best performance of the retrieved SWH are from Block IIR and III/IIIF satellites,
respectively.

0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7

R
M

S
E

 [
m

]

30
PRN

5 10 15 20 250

II
R

II
F

II
F

II
I

II
R

-M
II

F

II
F

II
F

II
F

II
R

II
R

-M

II
I

II
R

-M
II

R
II

R
-M

II
I

II
R

II
R

II
R

II
R

II
I

II
F

II
F

II
F

II
F

II
R

-M

II
R

-M

II
R

II
R

-M

II
R

II
F

II
F

(b)

0

0.05

b
ia

s 
[m

]

without wind speed
with wind speed

II
R

II
F

II
F

II
I

II
R

-M
II

F

II
F

II
F

II
F

II
R

II
R

-M

II
I

II
R

-M
II

R
II

R
-M

II
I

II
R

II
R

II
R

II
R

II
I

II
F

II
F

II
F

II
F

II
R

-M

II
R

-M

II
R

II
R

-M

II
R

II
F

II
F

(a)

30
PRN

5 10 15 20 250
−0.25

−0.20

−0.15

−0.10

−0.05

Figure 11. (a) Biases and (b) RMSEs between the retrieved SWH and ECMWF data at different GPS
PRN values.

Table 2. Retrieval performance for different block-type satellites.

IIR IIR-M IIF III
1© 2© 1© 2© 1© 2© 1© 2©

bias [m] −0.10 −0.08 −0.12 −0.10 −0.14 −0.09 −0.20 −0.15
RMSE [m] 0.57 0.47 0.59 0.50 0.60 0.50 0.66 0.56

1© case 3. 2© case 4.

5.5. Spaceborne ID

There was a non-negligible inter-satellite bias between the CYGNSS spacecrafts [57].
This indicates that the CYGNSS L1 observable depends on the individual CYGNSS space-
craft. This bias was found in the v2.0 CYGNSS data, and several calibrations were changed



Remote Sens. 2022, 14, 3666 11 of 18

in the v3.0 version; however, the inter-satellite bias may still be present in the v3.0 version.
As shown in Figure 12, regardless of the case 3 and case 4, the retrieved SWHs from the
platform 4 and 8 are worse than those from the other platforms. This indicates that the
inter-satellite difference result in the different performance in the SWHs retrieved from
individual spacecraft.
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Figure 12. Biases and RMSEs between the retrieved SWH and ECMWF data for different spcaeborne
platforms.

5.6. Distance to Coast

The distance from the specular point to the coastline is also considered as an input
of the neural network. The GNSS-R observable near the coastline are strongly affected by
the land and near-shore shallow water. Furthermore, the coastal topography and seabed
also have important effects on sea wave. Figure 13 presents the bias and RMSE of the
retrieved SWH versus the distance to the coastline. When the distance is not the input of
the neural network, as the observation region is far away from the land, the performances
of the retrieved SWH for the third case become better; however, once the distance exceeds
125 km, they gradually worsen. When the distance is the input, the retrieval performances
near the coastal region significantly improved.
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Figure 13. (a) Biases and (b) RMSEs between the retrieved SWH and ECMWF data at different
distances from the specular point to the coastline.

5.7. World Analysis

Figure 14 shows the global distribution of the biases and RMSEs of the retrieved SWHs,
in which the grid size in latitude and longitude is 1◦ × 1◦. The global maps of the biases
indicate that the neural networks perform well in most regions where the biases are around
0, whereas large positive biases occur along the coastline of the west Pacific and northeast
Indian Oceans. The global maps of the RMSEs indicate that the retrieved SWHs show
worse performance in high-latitude regions than in low-latitude regions.
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Figure 14. Illustration of global monthly gridded retrieval performance maps. (a) Gridded biases
and (b) RMSEs when wind speed was not considered as an input parameter; (c) gridded biases and
(d) RMSEs when wind speed was considered as an input parameter.

6. Improving Precision

The retrieval performances with the incidence angle from 35◦ to 65◦ and the SNR
above 7 dB are better than those with other values. The GNSS-R measurements from PRN
24, 4, and 15 satellites are worse than those from other GPS satellites. To further improve the
retrieval performance, a feasible approach is quality control through limiting the incidence
angle, SNR, and PRN within the optimal ranges. After the quality control, for the third
and fourth case, the RMSEs are reduced by 32.20% and 26.53%, respectively. Although
the retrieval performances are improved, about 96.3% of the data are removed. As shown
in Figure 15, the retrieval performances and the match-up percentage present inversely
proportional relationships. A low quality control is important for the application with a
good spatial and temporal sampling, whereas a high quality control is important for the
application with a low-uncertainty SWH.

The threshold method is a rigid quality control, which may filter out a large number
of high-quality data. A soft quality control based on the neural network is developed to
effectively identify the outlier, such as the method proposed in [55]. Data with the absolute
error larger than 1 m is defined as the outlier. The adopted neural network is also shown in
Figure 4. Because identifying the outlier is a classification problem, the transfer function
in the output layer is replaced by the hyperbolic tangent function. The outlier and good
data are represented as “0” and “1”, respectively. The confusion coefficients of the test are
presented in Table 3. The true positive and true negative ratios of the third and fourth case
are beyond 88% and 67%, respectively. Correspondingly, the correction rates for the third
and fourth case are 86.9% and 87.2%, respectively.
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Table 3. Confusion coefficients for neural network classifier.

TPR FNR FPR TNR

Case 3 (%) 88.73 11.27 32.86 67.14
Case 4 (%) 88.19 11.81 31.33 68.67

After removing these identified outliers, the RMSEs are reduced by 23.7% and 18.4%
to 0.45 m and 0.40 m for the third and fourth case, respectively. Only 16.0% and 14.9% of the
samples are filtered out, which are far less than 84.8% and 89.0% of the threshold method.
This means that designing and developing a soft data filter is far more significant than the
simple threshold method to improve the retrieval performance. As shown in Figure 16a,
when the SWH is below 3.5 m, the retrieval performances for both the third and fourth case
are significantly improved after the identified outliers are filtered out. Once the SWH is
beyond 3.5 m, an increase in RMSE is observed for the third case. The main reason is that
a large number of the retrieved SWHs which have good consistencies with ECMWF data
are removed, and some SWHs around the regression line are identified as the good-quality
samples and retained. As shown in Figure 16b, as the SWH increases, the more samples are
identified as the outliers and removed. Specifically, for the SWH greater than 5 m, more
than 90% of the samples are filtered out. For the fourth case, there is no prominent increase
for the SWH greater than 5 m. The main reason is that wind-induced SWH dominates
the total SWH over 5 m, and wind speed plays a dominant role in retrieving SWH and
identifying outlier, so more genuinely good samples are retained. To solve the increased
RMSE and few samples at high SWH, the data filter is conducted under an additional
limitation. Only when the retrieved SWH is below a given threshold, the outlier filter is
implemented. We take a threshold of 5 m as an example. As shown in Figure 16a, after the
limited data filter, the RMSEs at high SWH decrease, and the most high-SWH samples are
retained. As a result, 15.0% and 14.0% of the total samples are filtered out, and RMSEs of the
limited filter are increased to 0.48 m and 0.42 m for the third and fourth case, respectively.
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Figure 16. (a) Ratios and (b) RMSEs of outliers by means of a neural network filter for different
SWHs.
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In Figure 17, a combined framework for the SWH retrieval and the outlier identification
is depicted. Two neutral networks are used to retrieve SWH and to identify outliers. Once
the SWH and the identity are generated, they are used to determine whether the retrieved
SWH is credible. The one method is simply to identify whether the retrieved SWH is an
outlier. The other method is when the retrieved SWH is below a given threshold, only the
SWH identified as good samples is credible.

Figure 17. Combined framework of SWH retrieval and outlier identification.

7. Comparison with Buoy and Jason-3 Data

It is necessary to assess the SWH retrieval performance with an independent SWH
measurement. For this purpose, the SWHs from the NDBC buoys and Jason-3 altimters
are also collected. A reasonable retrieved SWH performance with respect to the buoy data
is found. For the third and fourth case, the RMSEs are 0.57 m and 0.45 m, respectively.
Correspondingly, 33.25% and 22.42% of the data are identified as the outliers and filtered
out. Compared to the ECMWF verification, the results show worse performance. The
reasons are as follows:

1. Compared to buoy SWH, the ECMWF data used to train the neural network has a
bias and RMSE of 0.09 m and 0.29 m.

2. The neural network is trained using the global samples; however, the comparison
with buoy SWH is limited in the Gulf of Mexico and Hawaii. In the Gulf of Mexico,
the bias and RMSE of the retrieved SWH are larger than those in other regions.

To improve the performance of the neural network retrieving SWH, one feasible rem-
edy is the cross-calibration between the retrieved SWH and buoy SWH, such as adjusting
and refining the trained neural network using the match-ups of the CYGNSS measurements
and buoy data. This requires a large number of the match-ups. In this study, only 4600
match-ups between the CYGNSS and buoy data are obtained, so they are not sufficient to
support this approach.

The retrieved SWH is also in agreement with the SWHs from the Jason-3 Ku-band
and C-band altimeters. The RMSEs between the retrieved SWH and Ku-band data are
0.50 m and 0.45 m, respectively, for the third and fourth case. Compared to the C-band
data, the third and fourth case have the RMSEs of 0.57 m and 0.53 m, respectively. The
discarded outliers account for 11.59% and 10.74% of the total retrieved SWH for the third
and fourth case. The C-band SWH has a larger RMS than the Ku-band SWH. i.e., the
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C-band SWH contains lager error than the Ku-band SWH. This causes a better consistency
of the retrieved SWH with the Ku-band SWH than the C-band SWH.

8. Discussion and Conclusions

In this study, the potential of retrieving SWH using the CYGNSS data was explored.
It is difficult to develop an analytical expression of retrieving SWH, therefore, the neural
network was used. Two cases were investigated. The input parameters of the one case
were the NBRCS, LES, SNR, antenna gain, incidence angle, azimuth angle, latitude, longi-
tude, and the distance from the specular point to the coastline. This case represented the
independent retrieval using only the GNSS-R data. The other case also considered wind
speed as an input. This case represented the retrieval combining the GNSS-R data and the
auxiliary data. The developed neural networks had one input layer, three hidden layers
with the hyperbolic tangent as the transfer function and 30 neurons, one output layer with
the PELU as the transfer function. For the case without wind speed, the bias and RMSE of
−0.13 and 0.59 m were obtained. Once wind speed is considered as the input, the bias and
RMSE are −0.09 and 0.49 m, respectively.

The SNR of 72.66% of the CYGNSS data were below 5.0 dB. In this SNR interval, the
SNR has an important influence on the retrieval performance. For the future spaceborne
mission, increasing the system gain of the receiver is desirable to improve the retrieval
performance. The GPS PRN and spaceborne ID also impacted the retrieval performance.
More advanced calibration approaches should be exploited to weaken the inter-satellite
bias. Above 100 GNSS satellites are in orbit, and it is possible for the follow-on missions
to synchronously receive and process the signals from several GNSS systems. It was
demonstrated that the CYGNSS is capable of receiving the BeiDou B1C and Galileo E1
signal [58,59]. When the number of the visible satellites in the instantaneous field of view is
above the processing channel number, a satellite selection have to be performed to choose
more proper signals to obtain a better retrieval performance. When the incidence angle
was above 25◦, the data with a higher incidence angle provided a more precise retrieval;
therefore, the signal with a higher incidence angle can be preferentially selected. The
GNSS-R measurement is also closely related to the receiver status and platform attitude,
such as low noise amplifier (LNA) and analog-digital (A/D) converters in radio frequency
(RF) components [60,61]. When these variables are considered as the inputs of the neural
networks, the retrieval performances could be further improved.

Data quality control is a significant approach to improve the retrieval performance.
The rigid threshold method can improve the performance; however, it discarded most of
the good samples so that the sample number rapidly decreases. To synchronously improve
retrieval performance and ensure a high sample number, a soft data filter was designed
and developed. The assessment results showed that the RMSEs of the retrieved SWH were
reduced to 0.45 m and 0.40 m, and only 16.0% and 14.9% of the samples were removed
for the cases without and with wind speed. Unfortunately, this approach introduced an
increasing RMSE at high SWH, and filtered out the most of high-SWH samples. To solve
this problem, a limited data filter, which only performed the data filter for the retrieved
SWH below a given threshold, was proposed. The results showed that the limited data
filter retained the most of samples and improved the high-SWH performance.

In the comparison of the retrieved SWH with the buoy data, the RMSEs of 0.57 m and
0.45 for the cases without and with wind speed, respectively, were obtained. Compared
to remote sensing, the buoys can provide more precise SWHs. The buoy data can be used
to cross-calibrate and refine the trained neural network; however, this task needs a large
number of buoy data. The retrieved SWH is also in agreement with the SWHs from the
Jason-3 Ku-band and C-band altimeters.

The developed neural network can be applied to predict the global SWH from 0.25 to
8 m using the CYGNSS data. In total, 89 million data pairs were collected; however, 88.7%
of the SWHs are from 1.0 m to 3.0 m, and only 0.01% are larger than 6 m. The performances
of the neural networks for the SWH over 6 m were not able to be effectively addressed. The
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SWHs in marine disaster events, such as typhoons, are usually large. In the future, the
investigation of the case studies for marine events will be undertaken.

Seasonal variations in swell and wind-driven waves were found in [50,62]. When the
month is used as the input of the neural network, the RMSEs between the retrieved SWH
and ECEMF data were respectively reduced to 0.53 m and 0.45 m from 0.59 m 0.49 m for
the cases without and with wind speed. This demonstrates that seasonal information is
helpful to improve the retrieval performance.

Due to the limitation of the CYGNSS satellite’s inclination, the CYGNSS observation
mainly covered the latitude from 38◦S to 38◦N. The retrieval performances depended on
the geographical parameters. The performances did not address the high-latitude region
using the CYGNSS data. We hoped that this assessment will be performed for the other
spaceborne GNSS-R missions, such as Spire [63], FSSCat [64], and FY-3E [65].
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