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Abstract: Detection and monitoring of underwater structures is one of the most challenging
applicative scenarios for remote sensing diagnostic techniques, among which ground penetrating
radar (GPR). With this aim, an imaging strategy belonging to the family of microwave tomographic
approaches is proposed herein. This strategy allows the imaging of objects located into a wet
sand medium below a freshwater layer and it can find application in investigation of lakes, rivers,
and hydraulic structures. The proposed strategy accounts for the layered structure of the scenario
under test by exploiting a spatially variable equivalent permittivity in the inverse scattering model.
This allows a reliable reconstruction of depth and horizontal size of underwater hidden objects.
The imaging capabilities of the strategy are verified by processing experimental data referred to a
laboratory environment reproducing a submerged archeological site at scale 1:1. The results are
compared with those obtained by modelling the reference scenario as a homogeneous medium,
in order to verify the effective improvement in terms of reconstruction accuracy.
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1. Introduction

Ground penetrating radar (GPR) is a well-assessed imaging technology that allows subsurface
analysis of the investigated area. This technique is non-invasive and non-destructive, utilizes low-power,
and can perform surveys at different working frequencies (ranging from some tens of MHz to few
GHz) depending on the adopted antenna system [1,2]. Moreover, thanks to its flexibility, GPR can be
used in situ [3–10] or mounted on helicopters or drones [11–15].

Nowadays, GPR is widely employed in several applicative contexts. Examples are geological
prospections [16], snow and ice characterization [12,17,18], assessment of the conservation state
of valuable buildings from historical, archaeological, and structural points of view [3,9,10,19],
inspection of road layers, railway, bridges or viaducts [7,8], and mapping of steel in reinforced
concrete structures [6,20,21].

Additionally, another challenging applicative context is represented by the survey of underwater
environments. Detection and imaging of underwater objects represent open issues for non-invasive
sensing techniques and are among the relevant topics in the frame of the study of the effects of climate
changes on cultural heritage assets. Indeed, the progressive temperature increase and the consequent
extreme weather events involve a rise both of river water flow and sea level. In the first case, the rivers
during the centuries carried a large percentage of organic material, such as wooden tools, fishing nets,
remains of buildings, and so on, which are deposited on the bottom and create the so-called cultural
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layers [22]. On the other hand, the rise of the sea level is one of the main causes of the changes of the
coastal lines occurred during the centuries, which caused the disappearance below the water level of
ancient urban environments, like for instance the harbors of Roman Empire [23].

With respect to the survey of the underwater environments, microwaves are worth being
considered, because they are able to survey beyond the water-bottom interface, allowing us to
overcome the limits of conventional methods, mainly sonar instrumentations, which are suitable
to retrieve the information related to the depth of the water bottom but not to detect the targets located
below it. In this regard, GPR was capable of detecting hidden dangers at water bottoms such as
cracking, uneven settlement, or uplifting [24].

On the other hand, GPR images do not provide an easily interpretable representation of the
investigated scenario. Therefore, GPR effectiveness is often affected by the difficult interpretation of
the raw data, which may be a very hard task and requires expert users. As a consequence, there is
a constant effort toward the design and adoption of data-processing strategies capable of providing
easily interpretable images [1,9,25–28]. In this context, microwave tomographic approaches, which
face the imaging as the solution of an inverse scattering problem [29], have been proposed and
their reconstruction capabilities have been verified by processing both synthetic and experimental
data [10,12,14,30].

As a further contribution concerning the use of GPR for detection and localization of underwater
targets, this manuscript aims at assessing the imaging capabilities offered by a microwave tomographic
approach properly designed for the application at hand. This approach is able to provide reliable
results without increasing the complexity of the mathematical formulation and while keeping low the
computational cost. Moreover it, is based on an approximate scattering model capable of accounting
for the layered structure of the reference scenario, which is made by a freshwater layer and a second
medium of wet sand where the targets are buried. In particular, the scattering model adopted to
perform the imaging is based on the following key features:

(i) adoption of the Born approximation, which permits to formulate the imaging as a linear
inverse problem;

(ii) assumption that the materials are non-magnetic and lossless, specifically the material dispersive
behavior is neglected in order to exploit frequency diversity of data;

(iii) use of a two dimensional and ray-based model (by considering that the transmitting/receiving
antennas are far, in terms of probing wavelength, from the water bottom) to express in a simple
way the incident field and the Green’s function, which are the key elements of the mathematical
relationship between data and unknown of the problem at hand; and

(iv) introduction of an equivalent relative dielectric permittivity, from now on simply referred
as equivalent permittivity, whose value depends on the distance of the antenna from the
water-medium interface and the depth of the generic point into the investigation domain.

The introduction of the equivalent permittivity to describe the electromagnetic features of the
reference scenario allows us to define the Green’s function and the incident field as for a homogeneous
medium, while saving the possibility to obtain a reliable estimation of the target location and
size. Accordingly, it avoids the necessity to consider a non-homogeneous reference scenario, which
implies an increase of the mathematical complexity of the scattering model, i.e., of the data-unknown
relationship (see [31] for details).

The concept of equivalent permittivity has been proposed previously in the frame of air-borne
GPR imaging and tested on synthetic data [30]. In [30], the signal propagation occurs into a half space
reference scenario, where the upper medium is air and the lower one is a medium such as ice, ground,
sand, rock, and so on. In addition, the height of the antenna from the air-medium interface is a priori
known. Conversely, in this manuscript, since the exact distance from the antenna to the water bottom
is unknown, the profile of the freshwater-wet sand interface and its depth are preliminarily estimated
from the data.
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In order to verify the improvement in term of reconstruction capabilities offered by the proposed
imaging approach, this manuscript deals with the analysis of radargrams referred to surveys
performed on a scenario simulating a submerged archeological site. Specifically, the radargrams
herein processed were collected at the Hydrogeosite Laboratory of CNR-IMAA, a concrete pool whose
volume (about 230 m3) was partially filled with homogeneous silica sand and freshwater in order
to simulate lacustrine and wet sand conditions. Furthermore, archaeological ruins of Roman times
have been reproduced in the silica sand medium [32]. It is worth pointing out that all materials
involved into experimental setup are characterized by a certain value of dielectric permittivity and a
non-null conductivity.

Raw radar data were gathered by means of a GPR SIR3000 (GSSI Instruments, Nashua, NH, USA)
equipped with antennas with carrier frequency equal to 400 MHz.

Results provided by the herein proposed approach are compared with those obtained by assuming
that the signal propagation occurs into a homogeneous reference scenario.

The paper is organized as fellows. Section 2 describes the data-processing approaches that
involves the approximated imaging model. Section 3 is devoted to presenting the GPR survey and the
results. The latter are discussed in Section 4. Conclusions and future work end the paper.

2. Data Processing Approach

This section deals with the description of the scattering model used for the data processing and
summarizes the adopted imaging approach, which involves two main steps: pre-processing and
data inversion.

2.1. Pre-Processing

The pre-processing aims at extracting the useful signal from the raw data. Specifically, this step
consists of several filtering procedures performed in time domain, which allow us to reduce noise
and to remove the direct antenna coupling thus emphasizing the scattered field due to the target.
Specifically, the time domain data processing begins with the zero-time correction and involves
procedures such as time gating (TG) and background removal (BKR). Herein, these time domain
procedures will be described briefly, more details can be found in [1,12,14,33].

The zero-timing consists in setting the zero-time of the B-scan, which is fixed in correspondence
of the first signal peak, i.e., in correspondence of the time instant at which the receiving antenna begins
to collect the backscattered field.

The TG procedure forces to zero the portion of the radargram corresponding to the antenna direct
coupling or, more in general, the radargram portion that is outside the time window where the signal
due to the targets of interest is expected.

The BKR consists in replacing the current radar trace, referred as A-scan, with the difference
between it and the average value of all the A-scans as computed along the measurement axis.
This operation erases all the flat interfaces present in the data (including the air-freshwater interface,
only partially erased by the zero-timing) and usually provides a cleaner image of the buried scenario.

2.2. Data Inversion

Let us consider the reference scenario in Figure 1. The signal propagation occurs in two media
defined as freshwater and wet sand, which are characterized by dielectric permittivity values denoted
as εw and εws, respectively. GPR antennas are located close to the freshwater surface at height h from
the freshwater-wet sand interface and the target is at depth d in the wet sand medium.

The antennas are moved at a several measurement points (xm,−zm = h), with m = 1, . . . , M,
along a line Γ, hence a multimonistatic measurement configuration is considered. Target is located into
the investigated domain Ω within the wet sand. The transmitting antenna is considered as a filamentary
line source and the targets are modelled as cylinders of arbitrary cross-section, i.e., they are invariant
along Y-axis and have an arbitrary shape into the X-Z plane. Therefore, the scattering phenomenon is
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formulated by accounting for the 2D scalar case. The targets, whose unknown dielectric permittivity is
denoted by εt, are looked for as electromagnetic anomalies with respect to a reference scenario having
relative dielectric permittivity εws.Remote Sens. 2018, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW  4 of 17 
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Accordingly, the imaging approach considers as unknown the contrast function χ(x, z) = εt(x, z)/εws−1,
which represents the difference between the permittivity of the targets and that of the surveyed
medium, i.e., the permittivity of the reference scenario. The contrast is retrieved by the available
multimonistatic multifrequency data by solving an inverse scattering problem, which is formulated in
the frequency domain.

In order to simplify the mathematical model describing the relationship between the scattering
electric field and the contrast function, the following hypothesis are made:

• The wave-material interaction is described according to the Born approximation, thus, the imaging
is faced as a linear inverse scattering problem [34];

• The dispersive behavior of the materials involved in the scattering phenomenon is neglected and
hence the contrast function does not change with the frequency;

• The transmitting and receiving antennas are considered in far-field zone with respect to the
investigated area in terms of the probing wavelength;

• The targets are supposed to be far from the freshwater-wet sand interface in terms of the
underground probing wavelength; and

• The propagation is described by means of an equivalent wave number kwseq = k0
√

εwseq, where k0

is the wavenumber in air [30].

Accordingly, the linear equation to be solved is given as:

Es(xm, h, ω) =
jk0nws

2π

∫
Ω

T12T21

R1 + R2
χ(x, z) exp

(
−j2kwseqR

)
dxdz (1)

In Equation (1), the equivalent wavenumber kwseq is defined by the following equation:

kwseqR = k0(nwR1 + nwsR2) (2)

where nw =
√

εw and nws =
√

εws denote the refractive index of the freshwater and wet sand,
respectively, while the quantities R1 and R2 identify the path of the electromagnetic rays in freshwater
and wet sand, with respect to the reflection point referred as the interface reflection point (IRP)
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(see Figure 1). The evaluation of the IRP is the most computationally challenging step of the method
and entails, for each measurement point (xm,−zm = h) on Γ and each generic point (x, z) into Ω,
the solution of a non-linear equation, which is derived by exploiting the Snell’s law [12,35]. Finally,
R represents the Euclidean distance between the measurement point on Γ and the generic point in Ω.

In order to avoid the computation of the IRP and achieve a significant improvement in term of
computational time, kwseq is assumed equal to one obtained along the ray path that is normal to the
freshwater-wet sand interface [30]. According to this assumption, Equation (2) can be rewritten as:

kwseq(h + z) = k0(nwh + nwsz) (3)

which leads to:

εwseq =

(
(
√

εw h +
√

εws z)
(h + z)

)2

(4)

This expression states that, based on the above hypothesis, the scattering phenomenon can be
described by assuming that the propagation occurs in a medium whose wavenumber is spatially
variable into the domain Ω (depending on z-coordinate of the generic point of Ω) and depends on the
height h of the measurement line Γ from the freshwater bottom as well as on the relative refractive
index of the host medium.

As it is shown in the next Sections, the inversion of the Equation (1) permits obtaining an accurate
estimate of the geometrical features of the target, i.e., its location and size, while keeping low the
computational burden. Of course, the inversion requires the knowledge of the height h, which may be
estimated from the data as described in Section 3.2.

According to the strategy, already presented in other papers [10,12,14,29], Equation (1) is
discretized by using the method of moments (MoM), where the contrast function is discretized
in pixels and the imaging problem is formulated as the inversion of the resulting matrix L, as reported
in the following equation:

Es = Lχ (5)

This issue is addressed by using a regularization scheme based on the truncated singular value
decomposition (TSVD) of L, in order to counteract the ill-conditioning of the discrete inverse problem,
as described in [12].

It is worth noting, that the imaging result is given as the spatial 2D map of the modulus of the
retrieved contrast function as normalized to its maximum value into the investigated domain. Hence,
the regions of Ω where the modulus of the contrast are significantly different from zero indicate
the targets.

3. GPR Surveys and Results

3.1. Experimental Test Site and Instrumentation Description

To understand the contribution that GPR can give to discover anthropic structures placed in water
saturated soils, an extensive experimental activity was carried out at the Hydrogeosite Laboratory
(Research Infrastructure of CNR-IMAA) in a reinforced concrete pool of size 12 m × 7 m × 2.7 m.
Thanks to the facilities of this laboratory, it was possible to reproduce real scale case studies in
laboratory conditions. Specifically, the pool was partially filled with homogeneous silica sand and
freshwater in order to simulate lacustrine and wet sand conditions. Table 1 reports the chemical and
hydrogeological parameters of the sand used for the experiment.
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Table 1. Chemical and hydrogeological parameters of the sand used for the experiment. dm, Kmax,
and ρ represent average diameter of the sand, hydraulic conductivity and porosity, respectively.

Chemical Results

SiO2 Al2O3 Fe2O3 CaO K2O

% 93.00 2.50 0.60 1.50 1.15

Particle Size Characteristics d (mm)

d (mm) 1–0.5 0.50–0.25 0.250–0.125 0.125–0.063 0.063–0.032 >0.032

% 0.00 0.14 3.70 86.34 7.92 1.08

Hydrogeological Properties

dm (mm) Kmax (m/s) ρ (%)

0.09 4 × 10−5 45–50

The freshwater has a relative dielectric permittivity equal to εw = 80 and electric conductivity
σw = 30× 10−3 S/m, while the wet sand has relative dielectric permittivity equal to εws = 25 and
electric conductivity σws whose value changes from about 0.1× 10−3 to 1× 10−3 S/m, according to
the water content. The presence of 17 piezometers allows the control of the water table depth by
making possible the simulation of scenarios characterized by the presence of sand with a different
water content.

In a small area of the pool, several structures simulating archaeological targets were placed at
different depths (Figure 2). Two main phases of research activity were performed. In the first one,
several scenarios were reproduced with an increasing of the water content to study the influence
of the water on the geophysical response [32]. In the second phase, a real underwater scenario was
simulated, where the soil surface was placed of a distance of 0.30 m approximately from the air/water
interface [36].

This paper presents results referred to the second phase, i.e., when the structures are completely
submerged. The target of the research was addressed to realize an archaeological context that is often
found in Italy near rivers or lakes.

It is worth pointing out that all the structures are aligned along two lines, referred to as S1 and S2
and corresponding to the two GPR profiles here processed (see Figure 2).
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Figure 3 shows the section realized in correspondence of S1, where two targets are present.
The first one is a multilayer paved road, which was placed at depth ranging between 0.90 m and 1.50
m and with horizontal extent of about 1.45 m (a). The second target is a stone wall, whose foundation
and floor are placed at a depth ranging between 0.55 m and 1.65 m and with horizontal extent of about
1.71 m (b).

Below line S2, there are three different structures as indicated in Figure 4. The first one is an
amphora (c) of irregular shape and an approximate size of 0.90 m × 0.28 m at a depth of about 0.55 m.
The amphora was sealed by the mouth to make it waterproof (the object is air filled). On the same line
two targets resembling tombs are placed. The first one, with size 0.95 m × 0.30 m, is characterized by a
pitched roof (i.e., capuchin tomb) placed at a depth ranging between 1.00 m and 1.45 m (d); the second
one is a rectangular tomb of size 0.70 m × 1.45 m approximately at depth raging between 0.95 m and
1.40 m (e). The two tombs are partially filled with the same sand present in the pool.
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buried objects.

It is worth noting that excavation activities were made manually without the use of mechanical
instruments. For this reason, the water depth profile is not levelled perfectly. To avoid the presence
of micro heterogeneities, due to the excavation activities, the investigated scenario was subjected to
several cycles of charge and discharge with freshwater from the bottom to the surface.
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GPR surveys were performed with GPR SIR-3000 (GSSI-Instruments) equipped with a 400 MHz
antenna. The antenna was placed on a small dinghy that was dragged with a system of pulleys fixed
at the concrete wall of the pool that allowed us to have spatial information for the acquired data
(see Figure 5). The GPR profiles were acquired by using markers placed every quarter of pulley’s
wheel (equal to 0.15 m) to minimize the uncertainties in the position of the GPR antenna; the designed
system has provided to acquire 100 traces at least between two markers. The transmit rate was set
to 100 kHz and resolution was equal to 16 bits. No frequency filter and gain functions were adopted
during data collection.
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3.2. Results

This subsection is devoted to present the results obtained by processing the GPR data gathered
in the pool of the Hydrogeosite Laboratory of CNR-IMAA along the lines S1 and S2 by means of the
microwave tomographic approach presented in Section 2.

The radargrams S1 and S2 are about 5.4 m and 5.94 m long, respectively, and both are referred to a
time window (two-way travel time) equal to 80 ns, discretized by means of 1024 samples. Figure 6a,b
depict the raw radargrams S1 and S2, respectively. The radargrams show the direct coupling mixed
with the response from the water interface at 10 ns. After, a more or less flat interface, corresponding to
the freshwater-wet sand interface, appears at about 25 ns and several hyperbolas, below it, are present.
A replica of the freshwater-wet sand interface appears at about 45 ns. Moreover, the radargrams show
that after about 50 ns the signal is strongly attenuated.
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As mentioned in the Section 3.2, the Equation (4) describes the spatial variability of the relative
equivalent permittivity into the investigated domain Ω and depends on the height h of line Γ along
which the antennas are moved.

As a consequence, in order to apply correctly the approximated imaging model, it is necessary
to know/estimate point by point the distance between the antennas and the freshwater-wet sand
interface. In this case, the antennas are located on the water surface so the above distance can be
considered as bathymetry or water depth profile. Since during the experimental test no external
sensors for the reconstruction of the bathymetry profile were used, this information was retrieved from
data. Although the bathymetry profile can be estimated from the raw data by means of a technique
based on the two-way travel time accounting for the relative dielectric permittivity of the freshwater,
herein, we proposed an alternative technique by using a microwave tomographic approach formulated
as for a homogeneous scenario.

Starting by applying the time domain filtering procedures, the time zero correction was performed
by setting tmin equal to 9 ns; in addition, the time window was reduced up to tmax equal to 70 ns,
for both radargrams. Moreover, we erased the signal reflections due to the borders of the pool, which
are visible at the beginning and the end of the profiles in Figure 6a,b. Specifically, S1 has been reduced
of 0.4 m at the beginning and 0.4 m at the end, while S2 of 0.45 m and 0.34 m, respectively. With the
aim to estimate the bathymetry profile, the time gating was applied by forcing to zero the portion of
the radargram external to the range from tmin = 13 ns to tmax = 30 ns, in order to consider only the
signal due to the freshwater-wet sand interface. Figure 7a,b show the portions of the raw radargrams
used to retrieve the bathymetry profile on S1 and S2, respectively.
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The microwave tomographic approach was applied by assuming that the signal propagation
occurred into a homogenous medium whose relative dielectric permittivity is that of the freshwater
(εw = 80). The effective frequency range of the data was estimated from 150 MHz to 500 MHz by means
of the spectral analysis and it was sampled by 24 evenly spaced frequencies. Finally, the bathymetry
profile was reconstructed by setting the TSVD threshold in such a way to filter out all of the singular
values whose amplitude is 25 dB lower than the maximum one.

The focused images of the freshwater—wet sand interface in S1 and S2 are depicted in Figure 8a,b,
respectively. Therefore, the bathymetry profiles were determined from these tomographic images by
searching, for each fixed value of the abscissa x, the maximum value along the Z-axis. Accordingly,
the profiles plotted in Figure 8c were obtained.

As can be observed in Figure 8c, the reconstructions of the bottom of freshwater are almost
constant around the depth values 0.27 m and 0.30 m for the profile S1 and S2, respectively.
These average values were used to compute the equivalent permittivity εwseq as given by Equation (4).
Figure 9 shows the spatially variable behavior of εwseq along z-axis for the two considered
average heights.
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At this point, before applying the data inversion strategy to reconstruct the buried targets,
we extract the useful signal portion from the radargrams S1 and S2 shown in Figure 6a,b by using the
pre-processing procedure in time domain. In particular, the value of the zero-time and the reductions
at the beginning and the end of the radargrams were the same as the ones adopted for the bathymetry
estimation. Conversely, the direct coupling of the antennas and the freshwater-wet sand interface were
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removed by means of a time gating procedure considering the instant tTG equal to 33 ns and 35 ns
for the profile S1 and S2, respectively. Figure 10a,b depict the filtered radargrams related to S1 and
S2, respectively.
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Starting from the filtered time domain data shown in Figure 10a,b, the microwave tomographic
approach was applied by considering three inversion cases:

(i) homogeneous scenario with the relative dielectric permittivity of freshwater (εw = 80);
(ii) homogeneous scenario with the relative dielectric permittivity of wet sand (εws = 25); and
(iii) inversion model based on spatially equivalent permittivity

(
εwseq

)
.

The work frequencies as well as the threshold adopted for the TSVD inversion were the same of
those considered to estimate the bathymetry profiles.

The tomographic images, for each acquisition profile S1 and S2, are shown into the left and
right panels of Figure 11, respectively, and the panels (a–c) show the tomographic reconstruction
obtained with relative permittivity of freshwater (εw), wet sand (εws), and the equivalent one

(
εwseq

)
,

respectively. All the tomographic images in Figure 11 provide focused images of the buried ruins and
allow us to gather information about their localization and size. Specifically, concerning the profile S1,
the images show two localized objects identified as paved road and the archaeological wall. On the
other hand, for the profile S2, the reconstructions show the presence of the two tombs and the amphora.Remote Sens. 2018, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW  12 of 17 
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(
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, respectively. The white lines represent the estimated bathymetry

profiles. The tomographic images show the normalized intensity of the retrieved contrast.
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It is worth pointing out that, according to the Born approximation and the reflection measurement
configuration adopted here, we are able to provide the information about the upper and lower
sides of the targets along the z-axis, and then their vertical extension. Note that, while an accurate
reconstruction of the upper side of the targets is always expected, a shift of the actual position of the
lower side is foreseeable, as explained in [37], and the possibility to image it depend on the vertical
spatial resolution. Moreover, the reconstructed images can be affected by ghosts due to the occurrence
of multiple interactions, which are not accounted for in the approximated scattering model adopted to
formulate the imaging [38].

In addition, the considered data are affected by an undesired spurious signal, which represents a
replica due to the freshwater-wet sand interface (see Figure 10) and affects the tomographic images,
especially for the profile S1.

4. Discussion

The results presented into the previous section corroborate that the use of microwave tomography
allows us to obtain focused images of the investigated scenario, which provide precise indication about
location and size of the buried objects detected in the raw radargrams of Figure 6. On the other hand,
by comparing the three reconstructions shown on the left and right panels of Figure 11, one can observe
that the use of a constant value for the dielectric permittivity of the investigated medium provide a less
accurate localization of the objects both along the X-axis and the Z-axis compared to the one obtained
by considering a variable permittivity. In particular, we can observe that by facing the imaging problem
according to the mathematical model based on the concept of equivalent permittivity it is possible to
have an improved estimation both of the object size along the X-direction and estimation of their depth.

In order to support this statement, in Figure 12 left and right panels, awe reported the binary
images with superimposed the boundaries of the true targets of the retrieved contrast functions referred
to S1 and S2 profiles, respectively. These binary images have been obtained by using a thresholding
procedure that considers as noise or artefacts the values of the amplitude of the retrieved contrast that
are lower than 30% of its maximum value in the tomographic image.

It is worth noting that, as far as profile S1 is concerned, since the paved road is masked by the
wall, it is not detected in left panels of the binary images in Figure 12.Remote Sens. 2018, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW  13 of 17 
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As a consequence, in order to estimate depth and extension along X-axis of the paved road,
we have also elaborated only the portion of the radargram related to it, i.e., the portion of the radargram
from x = 0 m to x = 2.10 m (see Figure 9a). In addition, the time gating was applied by forcing to
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zero the portion of the radargram external to the range from tmin = 33 ns to tmax = 45 ns, in order to
emphasize the presence of the target and remove the replica due to the freshwater-wet sand interface.
The filtered data concerning the paved road is shown in Figure 13.
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Figure 13. Portion of the radargram related to the paved road.

It is worth mentioning that, also in this case, the data inversion was performed by considering the
same significant spectra range, that was adopted to elaborate the entire radargram, while the threshold
for the TSVD inversion was set up equal to 20 dB.

The tomographic images and the corresponding binary images are shown in Figure 14.Remote Sens. 2018, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW  14 of 17 
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Figure 14. Portion of the tomographic (left panels) and binary (right panels) images related to the
buried paved road in the profile S1; panels (a–c) shown the tomographic reconstruction obtained with
relative permittivity of the freshwater (εw), the wet sand (εws), and that equivalent

(
εwseq

)
, respectively.

The white lines represent the bathymetry profiles. The tomographic images show the normalized
intensity of the retrieved contrast. The boundaries of the true paved road are superimposed in red on
the binary images.

Table 2 reports for all the buried objects the ground truth and the retrieved values of depth, i.e.,
the position of the upper side, and horizontal size.
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Table 2. Values of the all buried objects for both considered profiles in terms of upper side location
(depth zt (m)) and horizontal size (∆xt (m)).

Profile S1 Profile S2

Paved Road Wall Tomb 1 Tomb 2 Amphora

zt (m) ∆xt (m) zt (m) ∆xt (m) zt (m) ∆xt (m) zt (m) ∆xt (m) zt (m) ∆xt (m)

Ground-truth 0.77 1.45 0.55 1.71 0.95 1.44 0.99 0.94 0.80 0.28
εw 0.58 0.85 0.40 1.37 0.60 0.56 0.57 0.59 0.54 0.24
εws 1.06 0.80 0.75 1.40 1.05 0.70 1.00 0.37 1.00 0.45

εwseq 0.78 0.96 0.52 1.30 0.86 1.24 0.77 0.86 0.74 0.34

5. Conclusions

In the frame of GPR survey of underwater environments, the paper has proposed a microwave
imaging approach for the detection of hidden targets located in a wet sand medium below a water
layer. The proposed approach is based on a scattering model using a spatially variable equivalent
permittivity and provides a three-fold advantage:

(i) the layered structure of the reference scenario is taken into account without increasing the
complexity of the imaging problem, which is the same of that encountered when the signal
propagation occurs in a homogeneous medium;

(ii) the bathymetry profile is reconstructed from the GPR data; and
(iii) proper estimation of the vertical upper side location and horizontal size of the targets.

The effectiveness of the proposed imaging strategy was verified by processing experimental data
collected in laboratory controlled conditions and comparing the results obtained by using a microwave
tomographic approach for a homogeneous medium, whose relative dielectric permittivity was fixed
equal to that of freshwater (εw = 80) and wet sand (εws = 25).

The obtained results are encouraging and show that GPR can be an effective sensing technology
for retrieving underwater objects. Moreover, although the use of a microwave tomographic approach
formulated for a homogeneous reference scenario allows detection and localization of the targets,
the introduction of a scattering model using a spatially variable dielectric permittivity provides better
results in terms of localization and size reconstruction.

Future activities are addressed towards an extensive analysis of the achievable imaging capabilities
in terms of detection and localization of the submerged targets. First of all, more complex scenarios,
where the targets are submerged at a higher depth than that considered in this paper and lake or
sea water is present, will be taken into account. Since, in the presence of sea water, a significant
attenuation of the useful signal is foreseeable, we point out that a procedure aimed at compensating
for this attenuation is expected to be necessary in the pre-processing step of the inversion strategy.
Moreover, the presence of micro-heterogeneities of the surveyed environment will be considered and
a comparison with the results obtained by considering a more sophisticated representation of the
reproduced scenario into the scattering model will be performed.
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