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Abstract. Plant water stress has been extensively studied using hyperspectral visible- and near-
infrared systems. Thermal imaging and the recent availability of widely tunable infrared quan-
tum cascade laser (QCL) allow us to propose an active hyperspectral imaging system operating
in the mid-infrared (MIR) band, where the system output consists of a series of narrowband
subimages arranged across the reflectance spectrum of the sample, forming a hypercube data
acquired by “staring” acquisition technique. To evaluate more precisely the capabilities of the
active hyperspectral imaging, we propose a system composed of four powerful tunable QCL
covering the 3.9- to 4.7-μm and 7.5- to 11-μm wavelengths ranges. Two cameras are used for
detection: an InSb cooled camera ranging from 3 to 5 μm and a bolometer from 7.5 to 13 μm
range. This system is validated by applying to growing plants for early water stress detection.
Finally, we present and discuss results using partial least squares discriminant analysis classi-
fication technique to characterize water status of different plants, separated in two classes: con-
trol subjects were maintained at 80% of the amount of water to soil saturation ratio and stressed
subjects at 20%. Initial discrimination results have shown the efficiency of the proposed system.
© 2021 Society of Photo-Optical Instrumentation Engineers (SPIE) [DOI: 10.1117/1.OE.60.2.023106]
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1 Introduction

Plants are exposed to a constantly changing environment, which results in various biotic and
abiotic stresses. Water stress is an abiotic stress that damages crop growth and productivity.1,2

Detecting water stress from the first symptoms is crucial to initiating crop irrigation to main-
tain plant development, but the symptoms are not visible to human eyes at first and when they
become observable, plant health is already affected.3,4

Plant water stress is usually associated to with the measurement of soil moisture, measured
using a tensiometer implanted in the soil to determine the force with which water is held. When
the tension is high, it means that soil is dry.5

Recent studies show the detection of water stress in plants by measurements made directly
from plants on different species such as potato, asparagus, grapevine, cherry, sorghum, and
sunflower.4,6–8 Spectroscopy techniques9,10 and imaging systems11–13 were commonly used to
determine the plant response to drought.

The spectral reflectance signature (the flux of reflected light) obtained by spectroscopy is
based on the physical and chemical properties of the surface of the material examined.14

Appropriate spectral analyses can determine changes and can be used to identify the plant’s
physiological state and assess to water status.10 The visible region (VIS, 0.4 to 0.7 μm) includes
a major portion of the information about the leaf reflectance as a result of the absorption of leaf
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pigments.15 This part of the spectrum is used to study changes in leaf pigments and is the basis of
studies of plant health.16 The reflectance variation in the near-infrared region (NIR, 0.7 to 1 μm)
is known as the red edge and is used to determine vegetation indices. Changes in these vegetation
indices provide information about plant productivity, plant health, and stress,17 whereas the
short-wave infrared (SWIR, 1 to 2.5 μm) is widely used in the evaluation of changes in leaf
water content, particularly related to drought stress.18 The observations of leaves in the mid-
infrared (MIR, 2.5 to 11 μm) have less pronounced characteristics compared to the region
between the VIS, the NIR, and the SWIR. The leaves were for a long time considered to be
without characteristics in the MIR. With the recent availability of more accurate instrumentation
for performing infrared measurements, studies have shown that spectral differences in this region
can be caused by leaf features associated with the leaf structure, such as water content.6,19,20

Imaging has been shown to be effective in providing a reliable and quick non-destructive
assessment of the water status in plants,21 including hyperspectral imaging that allows to extract
simultaneously the spectral and spatial signatures related to the structure and to plant physiology,
the result of which is a series of narrowband subimages arranged over the reflectance spectrum,
forming a hyperspectral cube.13,22

In recent years, most hyperspectral systems have focused on VIS and NIR ranges due to their
technological maturity and their various applications.23,24 Many studies showed the impact and
the interest of using the infrared range for detecting early signs of stress in vegetation.11,21 This
particular range appears to contain meaningful information on the features needed to discrimi-
nate samples, for example for contamination or quality inspection.18 The latest development of
laser sources and imaging hardware allows us to access the hyperspectral MIR imaging in many
new applications.25

In MIR wavelengths ranges, pushbroom (spatial scanning)26 are not commercially available
for wavelength over 5 μm, but tunable source or filtering can enable staring (wavelength scan-
ning) architecture.

Therefore, the focus of this paper is to unveil our current progress with our proposed hyper-
spectral imaging bench, for use in environmental monitoring applications. An optical architec-
ture was proposed in 2019 by our laboratory.27 We are applying this imaging system to
vegetation more precisely to a Helianthus annuus (sunflower), in order to keep track of the water
status on the foliar surface. Our objective is to detect early plant stress in time, before irreversible
damages and yield loss, in a non-destructive way.

In Sec. 2, we introduce our imaging system, based on recent tunable monochromatic light
sources as MIR quantum cascade laser (QCL), and the image processing method to extract the
reflectance spectra. In order to assess the system on vegetal stress detection, we propose a stand-
ardized daily stress application protocol. Section 3 presents our preliminary results: typical
reflectance spectra are shown for each day of measurement, for stressed and reference samples.
In Sec. 4, we propose a way to classify our plants and we discuss the results.

2 Methods

2.1 System Configuration (Imaging System–Hardware)

Our experimental bench is based on a system consisting of four tunable laser modules operating
in MIR spectral range as shown in Fig. 1. The first QCL (QCL1), tuned from 3.9 to 4.7 μm,
operates in pulsed mode, with a duty cycle quoted up to 10%. Repetition rate can range up to
1 MHz, and the pulse width can be varied from 40 to 500 ns. The maximum average output
power is 11 mW. The three other QCLs modules are: QCL2 tunable from 6.73 to 7.75 μm, QCL3
tunable from 7.69 to 8.64 μm, and QCL4 tunable from 8.39 to 11 μm. They operate in con-
tinuous mode with linewidths are <10 nm.

A mirror system enlarges the laser beam to 5 cm (diameter) in order to illuminate the sample
and the Lambertian reference (gold plane) as shown in Fig. 2. The images acquired on the
Lambertian reference are to be used to extract the incidence power of the laser beam generated.

The scattered flux is measured by two standard thermal cameras operating in different spec-
tral bands. The first one is a cooled InSb camera (FLIR SC5000) operating in the 3- to 5-μm
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range, with a focal plane array of ð320 × 256Þ pixels of size equal to 30 μm each pixel. The
second one is a bolometric detector (FLIR A65) operating in the 7- to 11-μm range, with a
spatial extent of ð640 × 512Þ pixels of 17 μm size.

The observation system performs a double acquisition (thermal background + laser signal)
for each wavelength. This task was automated using a chopper synchronized according to the
acquisition time of the two cameras: 700 μs integration time for InSb camera and 20 ms for
bolometric camera. A subtraction is performed between the image with laser illumination and
without in order to eliminate the background of the scene as shown in Fig. 3.

Fig. 2 Schematic of the experimental bench for active hyperspectral imaging.

Fig. 1 Tuning curves of four QCLs, which provide a total tuning range of 3.9 to 11 μm.
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2.2 Reflectance Spectrums Calculation from Acquired Images

On the illuminated images, we notice the presence of the speckle effect due to the laser spatial
coherence. To eliminate the effect of speckle on the measurements, a spatial average of the meas-
urement area is applied. The spectral reflectance rate ρðλÞ of the sample is obtained by the aver-
age of the intensity from the measurement area on the sample, normalized by the average
intensity of the IR Lambertian (IRL) reference gold plane, which is expressed in this equation:

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e001;116;450ρðλÞ ¼ MsampleðλÞ
MIRLðλÞ

; (1)

where ρ is the reflectance rate between 0 and 1,Msample is the average illumination of the surface

of sample, and MIRL is the average of illuminated surface of IRL.
Figure 4 gives an example of the selection of measurement areas on images taken by the two

cameras. An area of size 40 × 30 pixels was selected in the spectral range between 3.9 and
4.7 μm and 150 × 110 pixels for wavelengths between 7.5 and 11 μm in order to select the entire
laser spot.

Two spectral resolutions are used (40 nm for 3.9 to 4.7 μm and 50 nm for 7.5 to 11 μm) for a
total number of 91 sampled wavelengths for each leaf measured. Table 1 is a summary of param-
eter settings.

2.3 Plant Stress Protocol

Our samples are Helianthus annuus (sunflower). Due to their dependency on ultraviolet rays
from the sun like any other green plant, a growth chamber was established to fulfill their needs.
Artificial light (LED lighting associated to a sodium lamp) was provided up to 18 h a day, and

(a) (b)

Fig. 4 Measurement areas in pixels: (a) spectral range between 3.9 and 4.7 μm and (b) spectral
range between 7.5 and 11 μm.

Fig. 3 Example of removing the background of the scene at 8 μm.
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turned off during the remaining hours in order to simulate natural light cycle. An extractor fan
was used to regulate the temperature of the growth chamber. The growth chamber ensures same
light and temperature for all plants.

In our series of ten plants, five are control subjects where the amount of water to soil sat-
uration ratio is maintained at 80% (80% SWC) and five are stressed subjects with 20% SWC.
The SWC is an important parameter in the plant hydrological cycle.28,29 This protocol is main-
tained during the 11 days of the experiment, when the plant stress becomes visible. We specify
that the stress is applied on day 0 and the measurements started on day 1.

Two leaves per plant at the same stem height have been studied, leading to a total of 3732 raw
images a day (20 leaves × 91 λþ 20 × 91 background + 91 Lambertian + 1 background). The
measurements started every day at the same time and with the same plant and leaf sequence. This
sequence was repeated every day to ensure the same measurement condition day after day for
each leaf (same schedule). We alternated between stress and control subjects to prevent any bias
that could be introduced due to the measurement duration.

Table 2 summarizes the quantity and timing of acquisitions.

3 Results

After 11 days of water stress application, plants under stress visually changed compared to the
control subjects. Loss of leaf turgidity was observed in the plants on the 11th day of the experi-
ment, as shown in the following pictures (Fig. 5).

3.1 Reflectance Spectra

We present in Fig. 6 the mean reflection rate spectra of the five control plants (blue curve) and the
five stressed plants (red curve) during the 11 days of experiment. It is separated into two spectral
ranges: 3.9 to 4.7 μm and 7.5 to 11 μm corresponding to each camera.

We notice that there are no significant difference between stressed and control plants.
Reflection rate spectra are obtained over 8 h of measurement and each plant probably exhibits
a different physiological state corresponding to its daily rhythm. This adds noise to the data and
makes it impossible to accurately determine which wavelength is influenced by water stress.
With more data, it would be possible to statistically find influential wavelengths to determine
stressed elements. Another approach is to take all wavelengths of the reflection rate spectra and
use then as a signature, even though there is a lot of noise, we can recognize the signature of
water stress.

3.2 Classification Images

In order to validate the possibility of characterizing the water stress of growing plants at an early
stage (before the stress indicators can be visibly detected), we propose to use a machine learning
approach from the reflectance spectra of the plants. For a small amount of data, the most practical

Table 1 Parameter settings.

Specifications (μm) 3.9 to 4.7 7.5 to 11

Integration time (μs) 75 for IRL Time constant <8 ms

700 for leaf

Spectral range (μm) 3.9 to 4.7 7.5 to 11

Span (μm) 0.8 3.5

Spectral resolution (nm) 40 50

Number of sampled wavelengths 20 71
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Table 2 Samples quantity and acquisitions time.

Specifications Control plants Stressed plants

Number of plants 5 5

Number of leaves by plant 2 2

Quantity of water (g) 836 209

Acquisition days 11 11

Total number of reflectance images 10,010 10,010

Fig. 5 Progression of water stress over time. Visible water stress is shown on 11 days of
treatment.
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Fig. 6 Mean reflection rate spectra of control (blue) and stressed plants (red) during 11 days of
experiment.
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Fig. 6 (Continued.)

El Fakir et al.: Active hyperspectral mid-infrared imaging based on a widely tunable quantum. . .

Optical Engineering 023106-8 February 2021 • Vol. 60(2)



method is the partial least squares discriminant analysis (PLS-DA)30 classification model. One of
the key steps in using this method is to extract the set of model components, which describes the
maximum correlation between the data of each day. This is achieved by cross-validation, which
consists of randomly separating across all daily reflection rate of plants into two parts: learning
with 1/3 of the database and testing with 2/3 of the remaining, in order to recalculate the model
and identify the smallest set of main components to perform the least squares discriminant analy-
sis on these components, rather than on the initial data.

In order to judge the performance of classification, we calculate a confusion matrix that
allows us to collect the results of the classification model. It contains in rows the observations

y, and in columns the predictions f̂ðxÞ as shown in Table 3. The elements of the matrix represent
the number of data corresponding to each case.

The result of a model can be one of four possibilities:

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e002;116;289

8>>>><
>>>>:

f̂ðxiÞ ¼ þ1 et yi ¼ þ1 true positive ðTPÞ
f̂ðxiÞ ¼ þ1 et yi ¼ −1 false positive ðFPÞ
f̂ðxiÞ ¼ −1 et yi ¼ −1 true negative ðTNÞ
f̂ðxiÞ ¼ −1 et yi ¼ þ1 false negative ðFNÞ

: (2)

An error-free model will have results concentrated on the diagonal of its confusion matrix
(TP and TN). The accuracy P of the model can be calculated from the confusion matrix as
follows:

EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e003;116;170P ¼ TPþ TN

TPþ FPþ TNþ FN
: (3)

Table 4 groups confusion matrix and accuracy for 11 days of the experiment, obtained during
the learning and validation of the PLS-DA model. It can be seen that for the first day of meas-
urement, the data are not linearly separable, e.g., according to confusion matrix of day 1, all
leaves of class þ1 (control) were properly classified. For class −1 (stressed), four leaves were
well classified and six leaves were misclassified.

Fig. 6 (Continued.)

Table 3 Confusion matrix for binary classification.

Observations

Predictions f̂ ðxÞ

þ1 −1

þ1 TP FP

−1 FN TN
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Figure 7 presents the accuracy of the model prediction for each day. We note that in the first
day of the stress protocol, the model can separate our two classes at 70%, and at 100% after the
7th day, which suggests that an early detection of water stress would be possible before it can be
visible on the plant (day 11).

The analysis tools of the constructed classification model are scores and regression coeffi-
cients (loadings). We present these scores in Fig 8(a) plotted from the first two PLS components.
The dots in blue represent leaves from controlled plants and in red leaves from the stressed
plants. We note that with PLS-DA model constructed, it appears to be possible to separate two
classes of plants from 6th day. We also note that until the end of the experiment (11th day), the
two classes of plants remain well separated.

Figure 8(b) shows a graphical representation of PLS coefficients that automatically distin-
guish between control and stressed plants according to the constructed PLS-DA model. The
regression coefficients obtained by the PLS-DA model allow us to estimate the linear relation-
ship between PLS components and leaf reflection rate measurements. The coefficients closer to 0
are generally insignificant. The evaluation of significant regression coefficients involves select-
ing wavelengths sensitive to water stress.

Figure 8 suggests that during all days of measurements, the spectral range between 3.9 and
4.7 μm has the strongest influence on the separation of water status because contains high values
of PLS coefficients. We also detect some significant wavelengths in spectral range between 7.5

Fig. 7 Accuracy of classification model for each measurement day.

Table 4 PLS-DA classification model performance during 11 days of experiment.

Confusion matrix

Day 1 Day 2 Day 3 Day 4�
10 6
0 4

� �
8 2
2 8

� �
10 4
0 6

� �
9 2
1 8

�

P: 70% P: 80% P: 80% P: 85%

Day 5 Day 6 Day 7 Day 8�
9 1
1 9

� �
10 1
0 9

� �
10 0
0 10

� �
10 0
0 10

�

P: 90% P: 95% P: 100% P: 100%

Day 9 Day 10 Day 11�
10 0
0 10

� �
10 0
0 10

� �
10 0
0 10

�

P: 100% P: 100% P: 100%

El Fakir et al.: Active hyperspectral mid-infrared imaging based on a widely tunable quantum. . .

Optical Engineering 023106-10 February 2021 • Vol. 60(2)



Fig. 8 PLS-DA classification results for 11 days of measurements: (a) scores with labels S:
stressed, C: control, and L: leaf and (b) loading associated to wavelength.
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Fig. 8 (Continued.)
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and 11 μm such as: 7.75, 8, 8.45, 10.05, 10.2, 10.55, 10.85, 10.9 μm, which means that this
spectral region also contributes to characterize water stress of these plants.

4 Conclusion

We propose an active hyperspectral imaging system, based on a “staring” architecture, which
consists of a widely tunable monochromatic laser that illuminates a scene without any spectral
filter and collects the radiation scattered by a broadband camera.

The characteristics of this hyperspectral imaging system are:

• two spectral ranges: from 3 to 5 μm and from 7.5 to 11 μm;
• 20 cm2 image area;
• image capture at a distance of more than 1 m from the scene.

This system was used to characterize water stress of plants growing in the laboratory. Two
water regimes were used: normal water supply corresponding to 80% SWC and reduced water
supply to 20% SWC.

Since no obvious spectral variation can be observed while applying stress, a machine learning
method is proposed to classify the plants according their water stress status, after applying spatial
average on images. The database was processed using PLS-DA method for the 11 days of mea-
surements. The graphical representation of the scores showed the ability to separate the two
categories of plants from the sixth day of experiment and confirmed the possibility to character-
ize plants under water stress in these spectral ranges. The regression coefficients allowed the
selection of spectral regions that influence this classification. These promising results can be
further developed in future studies for other types of stress on plants (biotic or abiotic) or used
for investigations of the physical properties of samples in the MIR range.
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