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ABSTRACT

This paper addresses radar time series acquired with two polarization channels, one copolar and
the other contrapolar. We show that the Eigenvalue decomposition of the coherence-covariance
matrix of the complex Jones vectors contains the same information as the Stokes vector that would
have been obtained by integrating all measurements into a single Stokes intensity measurement.
We use two main parameters of this equivalent Stokes vector: its degree of polarization and its
principal orientation. We then proposed two polarimetric decompositions: the "Equivalent-Stokes"
representation, totally independent of the total intensity, and the "Polarimetric with main orientation"
representation. We test these decompositions on the (HH,HV) Tandem-X, and (VV,VH) Sentinel-one
time series of the same area.

Keywords time-series · change detection · permanent scatterer · coefficient of variation

With the advent of Copernicus Sentinel-1 images, radar time series are more and more frequently used for various func-
tionalities, such as monitoring the dynamics of natural areas, detecting human activities or anomalies Colin Koeniguer
and Nicolas [2020]. For all of these applicatons, polarimetry is information that can improve performance in the use
of time-series Colin-Koeniguer et al. [2021], Koeniguer [2019], Ni et al. [2022], Denize et al. [2019], Antropov et al.
[2017], Alonso González et al. [2020], Conradsen et al. [2016].

Polarimetry refers to the ability to transmit and receive signals in various polarizations. We can distinguish between the
theoretical tools that describe the polarimetric state of a wave, both for the transmitted and the received wave, and the
formalism that describes the polarimetric behavior of the object, i.e. its ability to transform a given polarization wave
into a different one.

Most studies have focused on target analysis, which is possible with full polarimetry, i.e. with the acquisition of four
polarimetric channels. They distinguish between the calculation of first order statistical parameters (such as Pauli
parameters) and second order parameters, i.e. those requiring the calculation of a covariance matrix, involving second
order moments, such as the well known polarimetric entropy parameter Cloude and Pottier [1997], and all physical
decompositions such as Freeman-Durden Freeman and Durden [1993] or Yamaguchi decompositions Yamaguchi et al.
[2011].

There are two main issues with the use of these theories:

• Fully polarimetric information is not often available, due to its technological cost. Thus, Sentinel-1 images
are most often acquired in VV and VH polarization. Tandem-X images are most often acquired in dual
polarimetric mode.

• The estimation of the second order parameters is mostly done by choosing samples in a spatial neighborhood of
the considered pixel. This estimation is done at the expense of the resolution. Moreover, we have already seen
that for some resolution ranges, this estimation method is not satisfactory, because the ergodicity hypothesis is
not respected. Thus, for X-band data of metric type, it has already been seen that the calculation of the entropy
in a spatial neighborhood leads to very bad results.

Here, we propose to study a formalism that allows to circumvent these two difficulties.
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First, we restrict our study to the use of radar time series containing two polarimetric channels: a measurement in
copolar polarizations, and a measurement in contrapolar polarizations. This includes Sentinel-1 images in (VH,VV)
mode.

Next, we consider the time series as a statistical series containing N samples of the same measurement: this configuration
is equivalent to considering a fixed emission polarization, and to observe N polarimetric states of the re-emitted wave.

The originality of the approach is threefold:

• We use the tools for analyzing the behavior of a wave, instead of considering the analysis of a target.
• The different statistical samples used in the study of this re-emitted polarimetric state are the different temporal

samples. Thus, it is possible to distinguish random from deterministic behavior, without any spatial averaging.
• Considering the second order statistical parameters for these N measurements, we consider the formalism of

the measurement of a single Stokes vector. This allows us to consider the modeling of the traditional optical
measurement of a Stokes vector, as the integration of N deterministic Jones vectors.

In section 2, we explain the formalism of the covariance-coherence matrix of the re-emitted wave. We then propose to
derive two main parameters: the randomness of the polarization designated by "polarization diversity" and the main
orientation of the wave. We make these calculations explicit in a literal way, which allows a fast implementation from
raw signals.

In a third section, we demonstrate the mathematical properties that allow us to link the measurement of a single Stokes
vector, and that of a deterministic Jones vector computed as an eigenstate of the time series.

In section 4, we illustrate the previously introduced concepts, on Tandem-X and Sentinel-1 time series, by proposing
two representations of the information in false colors. We conclude in section 5.

1 Polarimetric coherence-covariance matrix of the emitted wave

In this section, we consider the case of a time series for which we have two polarimetric channels, copolar and crosspolar.
This is notably the case for the continental Sentinel-1 stripmap images (VV and VH), or for a time series of Tandem-X
images in the (HH,HV) dual-polarimetric mode. In this case, the time series can be viewed as a succession of Jones
vector of the scattered wave, for a wave emitted with a fixed polarization X. In each pixel, we consider observation
vector of 2 rows and N columns that we call P. Each column k of P can be seen as the Jones vector acquired in
response to an emitted wave, for a fixed polarization X, where Ex will be the component of the backscattered field
parallel to X, and Ey will be the component of the backscattered field perpendicular to X:

P =
(
p1, ... pk ... pN

)
=

(
E1

x E2
x ... Ek

x ... EN
x

E1
y E2

y ... Ek
y ... EN

y

)
, (1)

In the case of Tandem-X data in HH and HV polarizations, we have X=H, and Ex = Shh, Ey = Shv. In the case of
Sentinel-1 data, in VV and VH polarizations, we have X=V, and Ex = Svv, Ey = Svh.

Recall that each of the vectors (Ex, Ey) is a Jones vector, which describes a polarization ellipse of ellipticity ϵ and
orientation ψ, by:

tan(2ψ) =
2|Ex||Ey|

|Ex|2 − |Ey|2
cos δ, sin(2ϵ) =

2|Ex||Ey|
|Ex|2 + |Ey|2

sin δ, δ = arg(ExE
∗
y ) (2)

This polarization ellipse can be represented in a cartesian plane, it is a deterministic polarization. We can therefore, for
a given pixel, consider the N polarization states received, as in the example given in 1:

Figure 1: Examples of 10 elliptic representations corresponding to N=10 (HH,HV) values in a given pixel.

The main idea is to consider our N acquisitions of these polarimetric states as a single but random polarization state,
of which we will measure several properties.
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For this, we will consider two different formalisms:

• the coherence-covariance matrix of the N Jones vectors

• the associated Stokes vector

1.1 The coherence-covariance matrix of the Jones vectors

In order to study the polarimetric properties of this wave, we can measure the coherence-covariance matrix of the wave,
sometimes also called the polarization matrix in the Jones formalism Mandel and Wolf [1995]. This matrix is written:

C =
1

N

N∑
k=1

pkpk† =

(
< |Ex|2 > < ExE

∗
y >

< E∗
xEy > < |Ey|2 >

)
=

(
c11 c12
c21 c22

)
(3)

where † denotes the conjugate transpose, c11 and c11 are real numbers, and c12 = c∗21.

By construction, this matrix C is Hermitian. When the two receptions Ex and Ey are totally decorrelated, then the extra
diagonal coefficients are zero. On the contrary, if they are very correlated, then the two extra diagonal coefficients are
very high.

Expressed in the eigenvector basis, the matrix C will have zero extradiagonal coefficients: the eigenvector basis is
therefore the polarization basis where the signals are the most temporally decorrelated.

Because the matrix C is a 2x2 hermitian matrix, it is possible to express literally the eigenvectors and the eigenvalues:
if we let:

δ =
√
(c11 − c22)2 + 4|c12|2

Then the two eigenvalues are:

λ− = (c11 + c22 − δ)/2

λ+ = (c11 + c22 + δ)/2

with the corresponding relative unitary eigenvectors:

v− = v0−

(
λ− − c22
c∗12

)
, v0− =

1√
(λ− − c22)2 + |c12|2

v+ = v0+

(
λ+ − c22
c∗12

)
, v0+ =

1√
(λ+ − c22)2 + |c12|2

such that:
C = λ−. (v−v−

†) + λ+. (v+v+
†) (4)

The two eigenstates describe the two depolarization axes that are most temporally decorrelated. v+, associated with
the largest eigenvalue, is the main state, the one that best describes the main polarization of the ensemble. They are
represented for our starting example, on the figure 2.

1.2 Main eigenstate orientation

It is interesting to consider then the orientation of the maximum eigenstate, given by:

tan(2ψ) =
2|Ex||Ey|

|Ex|2 − |Ey|2
cos δ (5)

with:
|Ex| = λ+ − c22, |Ey| = |c12|, δ = arg(c12) (6)
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Figure 2: Superposition of the different eigenstates in gray, and representation of the two eigenstates: the most important
in red, the second one in blue.

1.3 Scattering diversity of the covariance coherence matrix

We also propose to look at the distribution of the two eigenvalues, thanks to the coefficient ∆, calculated in the same
way as the scattering diversity coefficient in Praks et al. [2009], either from the relative powers of the eigenvalues, or
from the Froebenius norm of the coherence matrix:

∆ = 2− 2(p21 + p22) = 2− 2∥C̃∥2F (7)

where pi = λi

λ1+λ2
, λ1 and λ2 are the two eigenvalues of C, and ∥.∥F denotes the Froebenius norm, and C̃ =

C/trace(C).

This polarimetric depolarization coefficient will have to be compared later with the notions of interferometric coherence,
but note that no spatial averaging is required here, and that this parameter is independant from the total intensity.

2 The Stokes representation

The Stokes representation is particularly well suited to physical measurements, as it allows polarimetric states to be
described directly from sums or differences of integrated intensities, easily measured in the optical domain Azzam
et al. [1978]. Contrary to Jones vectors, Stokes vectors allow describing non-polarized or partially polarized states, in
addition to fully polarized states.

And it is possible to express the Stokes vector as a function of the total intensity of the beam, its polarization rate, and
parameters related to the shape of the polarization ellipse.

From the previous notations, it is written :

S =

< |Ex|2 + |Ey|2 >
< |Ex|2 − |Ey|2 >
< 2ℜ(ExE

∗
y ) >

< 2ℑ(ExE
∗
y ) >

 =

s0s1s2
s3

 (8)

where < . > denotes the temporal average. We can see that these coefficients are directly related to the covariance-
coherence matrix of the wave previously considered. Specifically, we have the following relationships:
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s0 = c11 + c22
s1 = c11 − c22
s2 = c12 + c21
s3 = −j(c12 − c21)

,


2c11 = s0 + s1
2c12 = s2 + js3
2c21 = s2 − js3
2c22 = s0 − s1

(9)

A crucial parameter of the Stokes vector is the degree of polarization, which is defined as follows:

doP =

√
s21 + s22 + s23

s0
(10)

by writing:

(1−∆) = 2∥C̃∥2F − 1 = 2
c211 + c222 + |c12|2 + |c21|2

c211 + c222
− 1 (11)

which can be transformed, thanks to 9, into:

s20(1−∆) = s21 + s22 + s23 (12)

This leads to our first important result:

(1−∆) = doP 2. (13)

If we want to express the doP as a function of the initial data, this gives:

doP =
2 < |ExE

∗
y | >√

< |Ex|2 >2 + < |Ey|2 >2
(14)

The degree of polarization of the equivalent Stokes vector of our Jones vector time-series can be simply linked to
the so-called scattering diversity defined from the coherence-covariance matrix of the Jones vectors.

We focus now on the ellipticity and orientation properties of this Stokes equivalent vector, to relate them to that of the
principal eigenvector v+.

If we reparameterize the unit eigenvector v+ using two complexes a and b, so that v+ = (a, b)t, then the vector v− can
be written v+ = (b∗,−a∗)t, and the matrix C can be reparameterized thanks to the equation 4 by:

C = λ+
(
|a|2 ab∗

a∗b |b|2
)
+ λ−

(
|b|2 −ab∗
−a∗b |a|2

)
(15)

This means that the equivalent Stokes vector can be reparameterized thanks to Eq.9, by :

s =

 λ+|a|2 + λ−|b|2
(λ+ − λ−)(|a2| − |b2|)
(λ+ − λ−)2ℜ(ab∗)
(λ+ − λ−)2ℑ(ab∗)

 (16)

We recognize in the last three components, a part proportional to the last 3 components of the Stokes vector associated
to the eigenvector v+, with a proportionality factor (λ+ − λ−) which is positive. This constitutes the proof of our
second property:

The Stokes vector of the principal axis or eigenvector of the coherence-covariance matrix of the time series is
collinear to the global Stokes vector. It therefore has the same orientation and ellipticity properties.

Fig. 3 represents different points on the Poincare sphere Deschamps and Mast [1973]: the different Jones vectors
converted into measured Stokes vector appears in grey, as well as the Stokes vectors corresponding to both eigenvectors
of the coherence-covariance matrix in blue and red. As the two eigenstates are orthogonal, we can see that the blue and
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Figure 3: Example of reprensentation on the Poincare sphere: In gray, the N individual different Stokes vectors of the
time-series; Red Point: Stokes vector of the main eigenvector, Blue Point: Stokes vector of the second eigenvector,
Green point: Stokes vector for the whole time-series

red points are diametrically opposed on the Poincaré Sphere. The green point corresponds to the global Stokes vector, it
is aligned with the blue and red points. Its norm is given by the degree of polarization.

To conclude this part, the eigenvector and eigenvalue decomposition of the coherence-covariance matrix of the time
series contains the same information as the equivalent Stokes vector which would have consisted in integrating in
time all the radar observations.

3 Proposition of two colored PolTimeSAR representations

In this section, we propose two colored representations exploiting the main features we found in the previous sections,
namely the degree of polarization and the ellipse parameters of the main polarization.

3.1 A pure polarimetric representation: the "Equivalent-Stokes" time series representation

The first representation is a representation that exploits only the purely polarimetric information, making it independent
of the total intensity notion.

For this one, we use the three parameters ∆, ϕ, and ϵ to make a false color representation of the stability of the temporal
polarimetric information: we use the degree of polarization doP to code the brightness of the image (for a strongly
temporally polarized pixel, the value will be high), we use the ellipticity to code the saturation (a saturated color
corresponds to a linear polarization), and we use the orientation of the polarization to code the hue.

In figure 4, we show the result of this representation on Tandem-X images acquired in HH and HV polarizations for ten
dates. These data have a resolution of 2 meters.
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All the parameters of this representation are independent of the collected power, even though the deterministic targets
appear with very low depolarizations, well contrasted with the natural areas. To better convince us, we show the channel
corresponding to the polarization degree parameter at the top right of this figure.

Figure 4: Pure polarimetric representation: the "Equivalent-Stokes" time series representation

3.2 The "Main-orientation polarimetric" representation

In the second representation, we use the average intensity to code the brightness. We use the degree of polarization to
code color saturation. The hue always codes the same main orientation parameter.

Figure 5: The "Main-orientation polarimetric" representation over Tandem-X data (Toulouse, France)

In figure 5 we show the result of this representation on previous Tandem-X data. We find the same trends as in figure 4,
except for the areas of very low noise ratios where the polarimetric properties are almost no longer visible. A typical
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example is the Canal du Midi, which has a high polarizing power aligned on the trajectory direction. In 5, we can no
longer see this feature because the signal-to-noise ratio is too low.

We represent an extract of the global image footprint in figure 6. This one allows us to see the diversity of the orientations
estimated on the deterministic targets.

Figure 6: The "Main-orientation polarimetric" representation: Extract on Tandem-X data (Toulouse, France)

We also applied our representation to a Sentinel-1 time series, for the same period and coverage, i.e. about 40 images in
VV and VH polarizations. The result is shown in Figure 7. In the Sentinel-1 data, the contrast between deterministic
and nondeterministic targets is less binary, much more nuanced, and the estimation of orientations appears narrower
around the main acquisition orientations. This result suggests that, for this wavelength and resolution, the polarimetric
behavior could be very different: several levels of depolarizations are involved, but there are fewer purely deterministic
targets. We need to confirm this result with other data.

Figure 7: The "Main-orientation polarimetric" representation: comparison between Sentinel-1 ascending mode and
Sentinel-1 descending, and Tandem-X data (Toulouse, France)

In figure 8, we zoomed in on an emblematic university building in Toulouse, called a tripod, because of the geometric
distribution in three directions of the building. The image on the right is the optical view. In the colored composition,
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we find the azimuthal orientations of these three buildings, with patterns on the roof that suggest that the backscatter
has focused on some details with particular directions.

Figure 8: The "Main-orientation polarimetric" representation: Zoom on a particular building (Toulouse, France)

4 Conclusion

This paper concerns radar time series acquired with two polarization channels, one copolar and the other contrapolar. It
proposes to consider these signals as a succession of Jones vector measurements to fully describe the polarization of the
backscattered wave.

We show that the eigenvalue decomposition of the coherence-covariance matrix of these complex Jones vectors contains
the same information as the Stokes vector that would have been obtained by integrating all measurements into a single
Stokes intensity measurement. We use two main parameters of this equivalent Stokes vector: its degree of polarization,
and its principal orientation.

We then proposed two polarimetric decompositions: the first relies only on purely polarimetric descriptors, made
independent of the total intensity: ellipticity, orientation, and degree of polarization. We called this representation the
"Equivalent-Stokes" time series representation.

A second color representation includes the degree of polarization, orientation, and total intensity. We called this
decomposition the "Main-orientation polarimetric" representation.

Applied to the Sentinel-1 and Tandem-X time series over the same area, they show very different results for the two
cases. The degree of polarization allows us to see strongly distinct behaviors on Tandem-X between deterministic and
non-deterministic targets without using intensity information. The main orientations estimated seem to correspond to
the azimuthal directions of the buildings or the deterministic targets.

Further investigations will be necessary to understand the role of wavelength and resolutions and the potential differences
in behavior between (HH, HV) and (VV, VH) modes.
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