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Abstract: We used Moderate Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS) data, processed by
the multi–angle implementation of atmospheric correction (MAIAC) algorithm, to investigate the
sensitivity of seven vegetation indices (VIs) to bidirectional reflectance distribution function (BRDF)
effects in the dry season (June–September) of the Brazilian Amazon. The analysis was first performed
over three sites, located from north to south of the Amazon, and then extended into the entire region.
We inspected for differences in viewing–illumination parameters and pixel quality retrievals during
MODIS data acquisition over the region. By comparing and correlating corrected and non–corrected
data for bidirectional effects, we evaluated monthly changes in reflectance and VIs (2000–2014).
Finally, we computed the effect size of the BRDF correction using non–parametric Mann–Whitney
tests and Cohen’s r metrics. The results showed that the most anisotropic VIs were the enhanced
vegetation index (EVI), photochemical reflectance index (PRI), and shortwave infrared normalized
difference (SWND). These VIs presented the largest relative changes and the lowest correlation
coefficients, between corrected and non–corrected data, because of the large effect size of the BRDF.
The least anisotropic VI was the normalized difference water index (NDWI). The anisotropy of
these VIs was stronger in the northern Amazon. It increased from the beginning to the end of the
dry season, following changes in the relative azimuth angle (RAA) toward the BRDF hotspot in
September. The modifications in the relative proportions of backscattering observations used in
composite products caused a reflectance increase in all MODIS bands at the end of the dry season,
especially in the near infrared (NIR). The reflectance decreased after BRDF correction. Because of
the atmospheric effects, the view zenith angle (VZA) of the pixels selected in composite products
decreased toward the south of the Amazon. In the southern Amazon, the seasonal amplitude in
the solar zenith angle (SZA) reached values close to 18◦. For the most anisotropic index, the BRDF
correction removed, on average, 30% of the EVI signal in June, and 60% of the EVI signal in September,
reducing dry season variations over time. The results reinforce the need for bidirectional correction
of MODIS data before the seasonal and inter–annual analyses of the most anisotropic VIs.

Keywords: BRDF; vegetation indices; Amazon; dry season; greening; viewing–illumination
effects; MODIS

1. Introduction

Phenological studies on tropical forests of the Amazon are very important to understand
the vegetation response to climatic variations over time, carbon cycling, eco–physiological and
hydrologic processes, and land–atmosphere interactions [1–4]. Most remote sensing studies on
vegetation phenology are based on vegetation indices (VIs) calculated from large field–of–view (FOV)
instruments, such as the Moderate Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS) [5]. While large FOV
instruments have the advantage of increasing the revisit time of the scene (almost daily observations),
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they also have the disadvantage of acquiring data that are much more sensitive to bidirectional effects
than the data obtained by nadir viewing sensors [6].

Therefore, seasonal and inter–annual variations in land surface reflectance and VIs are generally
observed from variable viewing–illumination geometry during MODIS data acquisition in the Amazon.
Because of the non–Lambertian behavior of vegetation, its reflectance is affected by several factors,
such as the view zenith angle (VZA), solar zenith angle (SZA), and relative azimuth angle (RAA),
including the MODIS viewing direction (backscattering and forward scattering observations) [7]. Thus,
depending on the VI used in the analysis, the effects of the bidirectional reflectance distribution function
(BRDF) can add a significant non–biophysical signal into the time series [8]. In Amazonian tropical
forests, BRDF effects are still present even in MODIS VI composite products because of the adverse
conditions of the atmosphere to allow retrievals of nadir observations [9].

Despite the importance of the MODIS BRDF effects in the Amazon, a better comprehension of the
non–biophysical factors (e.g., VZA, SZA, and RAA) causing surface reflectance anisotropy during the
data acquisition is still missing. In addition, studies quantifying the magnitude of such effects over
different VIs are also necessary. In fact, most of the vegetation phenological studies have focused on
two structural VIs: The enhanced vegetation index (EVI) and the normalized difference vegetation
index (NDVI). As shown in previous works, the EVI is much more sensitive to bidirectional effects than
the NDVI, which saturates with increasing leaf area index (LAI) [10–12]. Furthermore, although the
EVI has been associated with vegetation greening in the Amazon, it is, in fact, a structural VI because it
is strongly dependent on the near infrared (NIR) reflectance. Thus, in principle, the EVI is more related
to biophysical attributes (e.g., biomass, LAI) rather than greening [10].

In the Amazon, the study of the sensitivity of MODIS VIs to BRDF effects is also important for
another reason. For instance, contradictory findings on the inter–annual behavior of the EVI has
started a very important debate on the resilience of tropical forests to severe droughts [12–15]. Even its
seasonal behavior, represented by an EVI increase from the beginning to the end of the Amazonian dry
season with increasing water deficit and solar radiation, is not completely understood [10,16,17]. Thus,
because all MODIS VIs are affected, to some extent, by both biophysical and non–biophysical factors,
there is a need to evaluate quantitatively the magnitude of the BRDF effects over the VI determination.

Part of the observational uncertainties in the Amazon on the VIs’ behavior has been associated
with the quality of the data, affected by high atmospheric aerosol loadings and by deficiencies in
cloud detection and screening [15,18]. Another part comes from the directional effects on the surface
reflectance, which can be compensated by the use of different methods of BRDF correction [19,20].
The BRDF correction is important even for the combination of narrow FOV observations from
the Landsat–8 and Sentinel–2 satellites. It has been used for the generation of the Harmonized
Landsat/Sentinel–2 (HLS) product [21].

Therefore, to reduce these uncertainties and improve atmospheric correction of MODIS data,
new approaches have been proposed. An example is the multi–angle implementation of atmospheric
correction (MAIAC) algorithm, which applies rigorous cloud screening and atmospheric correction to
obtain surface reflectance without typical empirical assumptions [22]. Additionally, MAIAC provides
the necessary information for optionally correcting MODIS data for BRDF effects, through reflectance
normalization to nadir viewing and to a fixed SZA (45◦). Therefore, the BRDF correction can reduce
the error and bias associated with viewing–illumination geometry that will affect the MODIS VIs
differently [23].

In this study, we evaluated the sensitivity of seven MODIS (MAIAC) VIs to BRDF effects during
the dry season of the Amazon. The VIs, operating in different spectral regions, were selected to
represent vegetation structure, biochemistry, and plant physiology. The analysis was first performed
over three sites, located along a latitudinal gradient from north (site 1) to south (site 3) of the Amazon,
and then extended into the entire region. We inspected for differences in the factors that potentially
affect the BRDF (e.g., VZA, SZA, and RAA) and in the quality of MODIS pixel retrievals. By comparing
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and correlating corrected and non–corrected MODIS (MAIAC) data for BRDF effects, we evaluated the
magnitude of the bidirectional effects over the reflectance and VIs in the 2000 to 2014 period.

2. Methodology

2.1. Site Selection in the Study Area

The study area comprises the entire Amazon region in Brazil. For detailed inspection of the results,
we selected three sites located at variable latitudes and at approximately the same longitude (60◦W in
Figure 1). Table 1 presents the main characteristics of the studied sites. Site 1 includes the western part
of the Grão–Pará Ecological Station located in northern Amazon, while site 3 is the Aripuanã National
Forest located in southern Amazon. Finally, site 2 comprises multiple contiguous conservation units in
Manaus. As shown in Table 1, the predominant vegetation type in all sites is dense ombrophilous forest
and the length of the dry season ranges from one to three months. As discussed by Moura et al. [23],
the beginning and length of the dry season vary in the Amazon, but the period between June and
September is generally representative of this season. Hereafter, we will refer to the dry season, in the
Amazon, as the period between June and September.

Remote Sens. 2019, 11, x FOR PEER    3 of 19 

 

evaluated the magnitude of the bidirectional effects over the reflectance and VIs in the 2000 to 2014 

period. 

2. Methodology 

2.1. Site Selection in the Study Area   

The  study area comprises  the entire Amazon  region  in Brazil. For detailed  inspection of  the 

results, we selected three sites located at variable latitudes and at approximately the same longitude 

(60°W in Figure 1). Table 1 presents the main characteristics of the studied sites. Site 1 includes the 

western part of  the Grão–Pará Ecological Station  located  in northern Amazon, while  site 3  is  the 

Aripuanã National Forest located in southern Amazon. Finally, site 2 comprises multiple contiguous 

conservation units in Manaus. As shown in Table 1, the predominant vegetation type in all sites is 

dense ombrophilous forest and the  length of the dry season ranges from one to three months. As 

discussed by Moura et al. [23], the beginning and length of the dry season vary in the Amazon, but 

the period between June and September is generally representative of this season. Hereafter, we will 

refer to the dry season, in the Amazon, as the period between June and September. 

 

Figure 1. Location of  the  three  studied  sites  in  the Brazilian Amazon  (site 1 = Grão Pará;  site 2 = 

Manaus; and site 3 = Aripuanã). Average annual rainfall data  (1960–1990) were  interpolated  from 

available weather stations at a 1 km spatial resolution (WorldClim database), as described by Hijmans 

et al. [24]. 

In our analysis, the selection of these sites represents differences in the SZA amplitude during 

the dry season. The amplitude increases from north (site 1) to south (site 3) of the Amazon toward 

middle  latitudes.  The  selection  of  these  sites  also  indicates  changes  in  the  average  annual 

precipitation and cloud cover conditions, which are more adverse toward the equator. These factors 

can potentially affect  the quality of MODIS observations and  the magnitude of  the BRDF effects. 

Monthly estimates from the tropical rainfall measurement mission (TRMM) also showed increasing 

water deficits from north to south in the June to September period [23,24]. 

Figure 1. Location of the three studied sites in the Brazilian Amazon (site 1 = Grão Pará; site 2 = Manaus;
and site 3 = Aripuanã). Average annual rainfall data (1960–1990) were interpolated from available
weather stations at a 1 km spatial resolution (WorldClim database), as described by Hijmans et al. [24].

In our analysis, the selection of these sites represents differences in the SZA amplitude during
the dry season. The amplitude increases from north (site 1) to south (site 3) of the Amazon toward
middle latitudes. The selection of these sites also indicates changes in the average annual precipitation
and cloud cover conditions, which are more adverse toward the equator. These factors can potentially
affect the quality of MODIS observations and the magnitude of the BRDF effects. Monthly estimates
from the tropical rainfall measurement mission (TRMM) also showed increasing water deficits from
north to south in the June to September period [23,24].
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Table 1. Description of the three sites selected for analysis.

Site
Number Name Location Area (ha) Predominant

Vegetation
Dry Season

Length (Months)

1 Grão-Pará
Ecological Station

58.3◦ W
1.1◦ N 682,300 Dense ombrophilous

forest 3

2 Manaus
Conservation Units

60.5◦ W
2.2◦ S 569,200 Dense ombrophilous

forest 1–2

3 AripuanãNational
Forest

59.9◦ W
8.5◦ S 710,561 Dense ombrophilous

forest 1–2

2.2. MODIS (MAIAC) Datasets and Selected Vegetation Indices (VIs)

We used two MODIS atmospherically processed datasets by the MAIAC: One non–corrected
for BRDF effects and the other corrected for them. Both datasets were processed at a 1 km spatial
resolution and aggregated into 16–day composite intervals during the 2000–2014 period. MAIAC
is an advanced algorithm that uses adaptive time series analysis and a combination of pixel– and
image–based processing to derive atmospheric aerosol concentration and surface reflectance [22].
It uses a radiative transfer model that does not make a Lambertian assumption. Details on this
algorithm are provided in several references [25,26].

In this study, we used the Ross–Thick Li–Sparse (RTLS) volumetric and geometric–optics kernel
function values provided by MAIAC for normalizing the surface reflectance of the MODIS bands
to a fixed viewing geometry (nadir; VZA = 0◦ and to a fixed illumination configuration (SZA = 45◦).
The procedures for BRDF normalization were described in detail by Lyapustin et al. [22,25].
The following MODIS bands were corrected for BRDF effects: 1 (620–670 nm); 2 (841–876 nm); 3
(459–479 nm); 4 (545–565 nm); 5 (1230–1250 nm); 6 (1628–1652 nm); 7 (2105–2155 nm); 11 (526–536 nm);
and 12 (546–556 nm). Using this set of bands, we calculated seven VIs from data corrected and
non–corrected for BRDF effects. Equations and references for these VIs are listed in Table 2.

First, to evaluate the BRDF sensitivity of canopy structural VIs, we selected the NDVI [27] and
EVI [28], which are used to map biophysical attributes, such as aboveground biomass and LAI.
These two VIs are part of the conventional MODIS vegetation index products. Second, to represent
biochemistry, especially canopy water or vegetation moisture, we calculated the normalized difference
water index (NDWI) [29], normalized difference infrared index (NDII) [30], and the shortwave infrared
normalized difference (SWND). The last index was proposed in this study to evaluate the sensitivity
of the SWIR–2 spectral interval to bidirectional effects. Finally, we included in the analysis the
photochemical reflectance index (PRI) [31] and the green–red normalized difference (GRND) [17],
which are VIs associated with plant physiology. While the PRI is related to the light use efficiency for
photosynthesis [31], the GRND is potentially sensitive to leaf flushing [17].

Table 2. Selected vegetation indices (VIs) for the analysis of their sensitivity to bidirectional effects.
The MODIS reflectance bands used in the calculations are indicated and their wavelength positions are
shown in the text.

VI Equation Application Reference

NDVI
(NIRb2 −Redb1)

(NIRb2 + Redb1)
Canopy struture [27]

EVI 2.5
[NIRb2 −Redb1]

[NIRb2 + 6(Redb1) − 7.5(Blueb3) + 1]
Canopy structure [28]

GRND
(Greenb4 −Redb1)

(Greenb4 + Redb1)
Plant physiology [17]

PRI
(Greenb11 −Greenb12)

(Greenb11 + Greenb12)
Plant physiology [31]

NDWI
(NIRb2 −NIRb5)

(NIRb2 + NIRb5)
Canopy water [29]
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Table 2. Cont.

VI Equation Application Reference

NDII
(NIRb2 − SWIRb6)

(NIRb2 + SWIRb6)
Canopy water [30]

SWND
(SWIRb6 − SWIRb7)

(SWIRb6 + SWIRb7)
Canopy water This study

2.3. Data Analysis

We divided the data analysis into three parts. In the first part, the ancillary information provided
by the MAIAC and the Collection 6 MOD13A2 16–day 1 km product was analyzed. We obtained
parameters on the viewing–illumination geometry and pixel quality retrievals (atmospheric conditions)
during MODIS data acquisition (2000–2014). Over each site, to ensure confidence in the data analysis,
we randomly selected 100 pixels. The objective was to evaluate seasonal changes in the relative
frequency of high–quality pixel retrievals in composite products as well as modifications in the
VZA and SZA. Based on the RAA, we determined the predominant viewing direction during data
acquisition. RAA values close to zero represent the forward scattering direction with a predominance
of shaded canopy components for the sensor (maximum shadows), while values close to 180◦ indicate
the backscattering direction (hot spot observations) with a predominance of sunlit canopy components
for MODIS.

In the second part of the data analysis, we inspected the modifications in the reflectance of the
MODIS bands used to calculate the VIs due to BRDF effects. We focused our analysis on the dry season
(June to September), a more favorable period of satellite observations in the Amazon, when important
changes in vegetation phenology have been reported in the literature (e.g., greening, leaf flushing,
modifications in LAI). In addition to the 100 pixels randomly selected over each site, we added into the
analysis 4500 pixels randomly distributed over the entire Amazon region in Brazil. We plotted the
MODIS reflectance spectra of the Amazonian forests, before and after the BRDF correction. In addition,
we compared the monthly average surface reflectance (2000–2014) from the MODIS bands corrected
and non–corrected for bidirectional effects.

The last part of the data analysis focused on the sensitivity of the MODIS VIs to BRDF effects
using different strategies. First, we compared the average response of the VIs over the sites using
corrected and non–corrected data. Then, we calculated, on a per pixel basis, the average monthly
relative changes (2000–2014) for each VI, during the dry season, derived from the BRDF correction.
Furthermore, to evaluate the anisotropy of each VI, we selected window sizes of 16 pixels (4 × 4 pixels)
and moved them through the images of each month in the 2000–2014 period. The objective was to
determine Pearson’s correlation coefficients between BRDF–corrected and non–corrected VIs. Because
the scale differences between the VIs could affect the relative change results, we also computed for each
VI the effect size of the BRDF correction over each site. Using the non–parametric Mann–Whitney test
(α = 0.05) and new pixels selected randomly (n = 100 per site), we tested whether the median values
differed for each site between corrected and non–corrected BRDF data from June to September of 2002.
This non–drought year was selected because of the contradictory findings on the forest response to
the 2005 and 2010 severe droughts [12–15]. To describe the magnitude of BRDF effects over each VI,
we calculated the Cohen’s r metric of effect size [32] from the Mann–Whitney U values and plotted the
results as a function of the dry season.

3. Results

3.1. Seasonal Variations in Pixel Quality Retrieval and Viewing–Illumination Parameters

From north (site 1) to south (site 3) of the Amazon, we observed differences in the frequency of
high–quality pixel retrievals and in viewing–illumination parameters, which could potentially affect
the BRDF (Figure 2). For all sites, the quality of the pixels retrieved by the MAIAC decreased from
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the rainy to the dry season (Figure 2a). During the dry season (June to September), because of the
persistent cloud cover in the northern Amazon, lower frequencies of high–quality pixels were verified
for site 1 (20% to 60%) than for the other two sites (60% to 100%). Because of the more unfavorable
atmospheric conditions in the northern Amazon, the VZA of the pixels selected in the 16 day composite
products decreased from site 1 (close to 30◦) to site 3 (close to 20◦) during the dry season (Figure 2b).
VZA values higher than 25◦ produce BRDF effects, but this viewing parameter is generally constrained
in composite products during pixel selection. The SZA amplitude between the rainy and dry seasons
increased with latitude toward the south of the Amazon, from site 1 (6◦) to site 3 (18◦), as expected
(Figure 2c). Therefore, the results of Figure 2 indicated potentially a greater influence of the viewing
effects on the reflectance measured by MODIS in the northern Amazon, when compared to the more
localized influence of solar illumination effects in the southern Amazon.

Another very important factor contributing to bidirectional effects is the RAA, which changes
from the beginning to the end of the dry season into the principal plane (0◦–180◦ azimuth direction)
for the entire Amazon region. For instance, opposite RAA values in Figure 3 (top and bottom data)
represent changes in the viewing direction during consecutive MODIS overpasses. During MODIS
overpasses in Manaus (site 2), the scanning plane ranges from 60◦ to 135◦ in the RAA in June to July
(Figure 3). Towards the end of the dry season in September, there are many observations from the
RAA near 180◦, which represents the BRDF hotspot (Figure 3). In practice, because of the relative
modifications in the RAA during the dry season, the reflectance tends to increase in all MODIS bands
toward September due to greater amounts of energy detected by the sensor. In composite VI products,
there was a relative increase in the amount of backscattering pixels toward the end of the dry season
(RAA close to 180◦) (Figure 4). It produces a seasonal influence of a non–biophysical signal on the
time series resultant from RAA variations. This factor increases the reflectance, especially at the end of
the dry season, and in the NIR interval. Because of the increase in NIR reflectance, the EVI from the
backscattering direction will be greater than the EVI from the forward scattering direction.
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Figure 2. Seasonal variations in the (a) relative frequency of high–quality pixel retrievals, (b) view
zenith angle (VZA), and (c) solar zenith angle (SZA) for the three sites selected from north to south of
the Amazon. The location of the sites is indicated in Figure 1. Results refer to 2008, a non–drought year.
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Figure 3. Daily variations in relative azimuth angle (RAA) for MODIS overpasses in Manaus (site 2),
showing shifts in satellite observations toward the principal plane from the beginning to the end of
the 2008 dry season (shaded area). Observations close to 180◦ in September to October represent the
bidirectional reflectance distribution function (BRDF) hotspot direction, which produces a reflectance
increase in all MODIS bands, especially in the near infrared (NIR).
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Figure 4. Dry season monthly variations in the relative frequency of pixels selected to compose the
MOD13A2 product at the backscattering direction (RAA > 90◦). Comparatively, more BRDF hotspot
observations (n) are registered from the beginning (June) to the end (September) of the dry season.
Results refer to 2008 and 4500 pixels distributed over the entire Amazon region.

3.2. Variations in the Reflectance of Tropical Forests from Corrected and Non–Corrected BRDF Data

For data non–corrected for BRDF effects, the surface reflectance of dense ombrophilous forests
showed increasing values in the first seven MODIS bands from the beginning (June) to the end
(September) of the Amazonian dry season (Figure 5). This pattern was observed over the three sites
for this type of forest as well as over the entire Amazon region. The greatest differences in absolute
reflectance values (up to 7%) were noted in the NIR (MODIS bands 2 and 5).

A detailed inspection of the MODIS surface reflectance images in the red (band 1), NIR (band 2),
and SWIR (band 6) confirmed the consistency of the results of Figure 5. As shown in Figure 6,
the reflectance of the red, NIR, and SWIR bands increased from June to September, or toward the end
of the dry season. The overall reflectance increase observed in these bands (2000–2014 period) is mostly
produced by BRDF effects, as deduced from a simple comparison between non–corrected (Figure 6)
and BRDF–corrected (Figure 7) surface reflectance. In Figure 7, the reflectance differences between
June and September were greatly reduced after the correction of the bidirectional effects, as indicated
by the approximately similar colors between the images from June and September.
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Figure 5. Monthly average surface reflectance (2000–2014) of dense ombrophilous forest for MODIS
(MAIAC) data non–corrected for bidirectional effects. Spectra are shown for the beginning (June) and
end (September) of the dry season over (a) site 1, (b) site 2, (c) site 3, and (d) the entire Amazon region
(n = 4500 sampled pixels). The number of pixels per site was 100. Precise MODIS band positioning is
indicated in the text.
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Figure 6. Variations in monthly average surface reflectance (2000–2014) for MODIS (MAIAC) data
non–corrected for BRDF effects in bands (a) 1 (red), (b) 2 (near infrared—NIR), and (c) 6 (shortwave
infrared—SWIR). For all bands, a reflectance increase is observed from the beginning (June) to the end
(September) of the Amazonian dry season.
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Figure 7. Variations in monthly average surface reflectance (2000–2014) for MODIS (MAIAC) data
corrected for BRDF effects in bands (a) 1 (red), (b) 2 (near infrared—NIR), and (c) 6 (shortwave
infrared—SWIR). Compared to Figure 6, the reflectance differences between June and September are
greatly reduced after BRDF correction.

3.3. BRDF Effects on Vegetation Indices (VIs)

Comparison of monthly average profiles (2000–2014), before and after the BRDF correction,
showed distinct patterns of VI anisotropy during the dry season (Figure 8). For instance, the EVI
(Figure 8a) and PRI (Figure 8d) decreased with BRDF correction, while the NDVI (Figure 8b) and
SWND (Figure 8c) increased after this viewing–illumination normalization. The EVI increase observed
from June to September was greatly reduced after the correction of bidirectional effects. From the
inspection of the profiles, the most anisotropic VIs with BRDF effects were the EVI, PRI, and SWND.
The least anisotropic VI was the NDWI (results not shown). Compared to the non–corrected data
for bidirectional effects, the most significant changes in the shape of the curves after correction was
observed for the EVI (Figure 8a), especially at the end of the dry season due to increasing MODIS
hotspot observations (RAA close to 180◦). For BRDF–corrected VIs, the small differences observed
between June and September for the EVI (approximately 0.02) were followed by small increases in other
VIs toward the end of the dry season. This is the case of the PRI (photosynthetic activity) (Figure 8d)
and SWND (vegetation moisture) (Figure 8c), and the GRND (leaf flushing) and NDWI (canopy/leaf
water) (results not shown).

We quantified such BRDF variation by calculating monthly average relative changes for each VI
between data corrected and non–corrected for bidirectional effects (Figure 9). Except for the NDWI,
all VIs showed some degree of anisotropy during the dry season. In agreement with previous results,
the largest relative changes due to BRDF correction were observed for the EVI, PRI, and SWND,
while the lowest relative changes between the two datasets were verified for the NDWI.
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Figure 8. Monthly average profiles for the (a) enhanced vegetation index (EVI), (b) normalized
difference vegetation index (NDVI), (c) shortwave infrared normalized difference (SWND), and (d)
photochemical reflectance index (PRI), showing spectral variations before and after BRDF correction
from the beginning (June) to the end (September) of the Amazonian dry season. Results refer to the
2000–2014 period (n = 4500 pixels per date).

In June, the anisotropy of the EVI, PRI, and SWND was stronger in the north than in the south
of the Amazon, as indicated by larger relative changes (pixels in red) between BRDF–corrected and
non–corrected data (Figure 9). Because of the more adverse cloud cover conditions in the northern
Amazon, pixels selected in MODIS composite products had a higher VZA (Figure 2). In September
(end of the dry season), the relative changes increased over the entire Amazon region, especially for
the EVI (predominance of red color in Figure 9). From June to September, there was an increase in
the number of MODIS observations toward the BRDF hotspot, as discussed before (Figures 3 and 4).
For most of the Amazon, 60% of the EVI signal in September was, on average, a non–biophysical
response derived from BRDF. In June, this average value was 30%. Confirming the VI differences
of Figure 8 from the viewing–illumination effects, the correlation coefficients (r) between corrected
and non–corrected data decreased for the EVI, PRI, and SWND as well as from June to September,
as illustrated in Figure 10. However, the observed patterns for the PRI were spatially distinct from the
other two VIs. This may also reflect the strong variability of this VI, calculated from two close bands
in the green spectral interval (MODIS bands 11 and 12), with residual atmospheric scattering effects.
These effects tend to reduce the r values.
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Figure 9. Monthly average relative changes (2000–2014) between BRDF–corrected and non–corrected
(a) enhanced vegetation index (EVI), (b) normalized difference vegetation index (NDVI), (c) normalized
difference water index (NDWI), (d) normalized difference infrared index (NDII), (e) shortwave infrared
normalized difference (SWND), (f) green–red normalized difference (GRND), and (g) photochemical
reflectance index (PRI). For each vegetation index, MODIS results are shown in the beginning (June)
and end (September) of the Amazonian dry season.

Finally, when we applied the non–parametric Mann–Whitney statistical tests to the VI data from
the sites, we confirmed differences in the non–corrected and corrected median values for the EVI,
PRI, and SWND at the 0.05 significance level. After converting the Mann–Whitney U values into the
Cohen’s r metrics, we determined the magnitude of the effect size produced by the nadir solar VI
normalization. The classes of the effect size (no effect, small, medium, and large effects) in Figure 11
were delimited based on Cohen [32]. At site 2 (Manaus), the effect size of the BRDF correction over
the EVI and PRI ranged from a medium to large magnitude, showing increasing r values from the
beginning to the end of the dry season (Figure 11). On the other hand, the SWND did not show
a well–defined pattern of effect size along the dry season, having large r values only in the beginning
of this season and a medium effect size in the remaining period.
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Figure 10. Monthly average Pearson’s correlation coefficients (2000–2014) between BRDF–corrected
and non–corrected MODIS (a) enhanced vegetation index (EVI), (b) shortwave infrared normalized
difference (SWND), and (c) photochemical reflectance index (PRI) in the beginning (June) and end
(September) of the Amazonian dry season.
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Figure 11. Variations in Cohen’s r metric of effect size (absolute values) at site 2 (Manaus), derived
from the non–parametric Mann–Whitney U test. The magnitude of the BRDF effects is indicated for
the enhanced vegetation index (EVI), photochemical reflectance index (PRI), and shortwave infrared
normalized difference (SWND). The limits of the effect size are based on Cohen [32].
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4. Discussion

We investigated the influence of MODIS BRDF effects on the determination of seven VIs associated
with vegetation structure, biochemistry, and plant physiology. Our findings showed that the most
anisotropic VIs to viewing–illumination effects were the EVI, PRI, and SWND, as indicated by large
relative changes and decreasing correlation values between corrected and non–corrected data for BRDF
effects. Because of the large effect size of the bidirectional effects, the VI anisotropy increased from the
beginning (June) to the end (September) of the dry season, with the RAA increase in the backscattering
direction. Compared to June, greater amounts of MODIS BRDF hotspot observations were included in
VI composite products in September, which increased the reflectance of the MODIS bands, especially
in the NIR. Except for NDWI, all the studied VIs showed some degree of anisotropy, also presenting
different patterns of changes (low or high values) after BRDF correction.

Our results were generally consistent with previous findings in the literature using MODIS or
other orbital sensors. For instance, in a study performed by Sims et al. [33] over three flux tower
sites in the United States, the MODIS EVI was more significantly affected by the VZA and viewing
direction (RAA) than the NDVI and PRI. In viewing–illumination studies over Amazonian tropical
forests using hyperspectral data from the Hyperion/Earth Observing One (EO–1), the EVI and PRI
were the two most sensitive VIs to VZA and SZA effects, when compared to 10 other narrowband
VIs [8,10]. The great EVI sensitivity to the geometry of data acquisition was also demonstrated by
Moura et al. [11], when using multi–angular data from the Multi–angle Imaging SpectroRadiometer
(MISR/Terra). Therefore, the suitability of the MODIS VI products to accurately measure temporal
changes due to vegetation phenology will depend on the adequate removal of variable solar and
viewing geometry effects from the data [6]. This is especially true for the Amazon and for the most
anisotropic VIs.

The BRDF effects are wavelength dependent, as reported in the literature. Because of this spectral
dependence, the use of band ratioing, or normalized differences to compute VIs does not completely
remove the surface anisotropy [34]. Our findings showed that the BRDF correction reduced the
reflectance in all MODIS bands, especially in the NIR. As discussed by van Leeuwen et al. [35], the NIR
reflectance is generally more anisotropic than the red reflectance. This explains the highly anisotropic
behavior of the EVI to viewing–illumination geometry. The EVI is a non–normalized VI that is strongly
dependent on the NIR reflectance [8,10]. In addition, the sensitivity of this index to shadows was also
demonstrated in terrain illumination studies over mountains [36,37].

In reality, shadow is a key factor affecting the anisotropy of several VIs [38]. For instance, the PRI
is increasingly being used as an index of photosynthetic performance or light use efficiency [39].
We showed that this index also presented significant anisotropy with BRDF. As demonstrated by
Middleton et al. [40], shaded leaves have higher PRI values than sunlit leaves. In addition, the MODIS
PRI was also sensitive to the viewing direction in a study by Drolet et al. [41]. These authors observed
larger PRI values in the forward scattering direction than in the backscattering due to the predominance
of less illuminated foliage for the sensor.

In the analysis of data acquired by near polar orbiting satellites, especially those having large FOV
instruments, like MODIS, directional and VZA effects are more important than SZA effects. Differently
from the VZA, the SZA exhibits a seasonal cycle, having an amplitude that increases with latitude [42].
Therefore, illumination effects tend to be stronger in the southern Amazon (site 3), where the SZA
amplitude reaches 18◦ between the rainy and dry seasons. SZA decreases from June to September,
reducing the amounts of shadows viewed by the sensors at the end of the dry season.

In relation to the VZA, the retrievals of high–quality pixels increase gradually from north to south
of the Amazon and toward the beginning of the dry season. These retrievals reach a maximum in the
middle of the dry season in the southern Amazon (July to August) [5,9]. In the northern Amazon (site 1),
the persistent cloud cover decreases the frequency of high–quality pixels. It produces a comparatively
higher VZA for pixels selected in composite products than that observed in the southern Amazon
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(site 3). However, in MODIS composite VI products, the influence of the VZA is partially compensated
by the use of view–angle constraint approaches.

Results from our study confirmed the BRDF as an important issue in the time series interpretation
of MODIS VIs in the Amazon, especially the EVI, PRI, and SWND. Therefore, vegetation phenological
studies in the Amazon using these VIs require viewing–illumination normalization of MODIS data.
This is especially true for the most anisotropic metric (EVI), which has generated controversial
findings on the resilience of tropical forests to severe droughts [14,15]. In our study, we did not
perform a robust statistical analysis on the possible relationships between BRDF–corrected EVI and
droughts. This analysis is out of the scope of the current work. However, a simple inspection of
the BRDF–corrected EVI curves across sites confirmed the absence of well–defined patterns of EVI
for drought (e.g., 2005 and 2010) and non–drought (e.g., 2002 and 2008) years (Figure 12). In reality,
this evaluation should consider other factors, such as the uncertainties in the data analysis and
the spatial occurrence of each drought in the Amazon. For instance, the 2005 event had a single
epicenter in southwestern Amazon, while the 2010 drought had three epicenters over the entire region.
Standardized anomalies of dry season rainfall showed that 57% of the Amazon region had low rainfall
in 2010 compared with 37% in 2005, as stated by Lewis et al. [43]. Field monitoring studies indicated
an enormous carbon loss due to fire and tree mortality in response to the intense 2005 drought [44].
In Figure 12, the MODIS BRDF–corrected EVI differences of approximately 0.02, observed between
June and September of each year, were consistent with the differences reported by Moura et al. [11]
using the nadir camera from the MISR/Terra. They reported the absence of well–defined patterns
between the nadir MISR EVI and the 2005 and 2010 droughts.

In the literature, there are also divergences on the dry season behavior of non–corrected BRDF
EVI, which is potentially resultant from artefacts derived from sun–sensor positioning [12,13]. In our
work, the BRDF correction removed, on average, 30% of the EVI signal in June and 60% of the
EVI signal in September, considering the entire Amazon region (Figure 9). The correction reduced
the ascending slope of the non–corrected EVI curve from June to September (Figure 8a). However,
assuming a perfect removal of the viewing–illumination effects in the data analysis, there is a minor
and persistent remaining signal (EVI differences of approximately 0.02) that could be associated with
biophysical information. Although some studies have related the EVI to greening, this index is,
in fact, a NIR–reflectance dependent canopy structural VI [10]. It could potentially show variations
in canopy attributes, such as the LAI of mature leaves [17]. When we compared monthly average
profiles of the BRDF–corrected VIs for the 2000–2014 period, we observed slight increases in other VIs
(e.g., GRND, NDWI, PRI, and SWND) toward the end of the dry season. Their potential sensitivity
to leaf flushing, canopy/leaf water, photosynthetic activity, and vegetation moisture requires careful
evaluation in further studies, especially with better spatial resolution satellite data and nadir–viewing
instruments. In this context, even for the time series interpretation of medium spatial resolution
data, the importance of the BRDF effects has been recognized recently during the generation of the
Harmonized Landsat/Sentinel–2 (HLS) product [21].
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Figure 12. Variations in average BRDF–corrected enhanced vegetation index (EVI) (n = 100 pixels per
site), as a function of the drought (2005 and 2010) and non–drought (2002 and 2008) years, for the sites
(a) Grão–Pará, (b) Manaus, and (c) Aripuanã.

5. Conclusions

The EVI, PRI, and SWND were the most anisotropic VIs, presenting larger relative changes
and lower correlation values than the other VIs, when BRDF–corrected data were compared with
non–corrected data over the Amazon. The least anisotropic VI was the NDWI. The VI anisotropy
increased toward the north of the Amazon (site 1), with more adverse cloud cover conditions and
an increasing VZA. Solar illumination effects were important only in the southern Amazon, where the
SZA amplitude reached values close to 18◦ between the rainy and dry seasons.

The anisotropy also increased from the beginning (June) to the end (September) of the Amazonian
dry season, with greater amounts of MODIS (MAIAC) observations observed close to the BRDF
hotspot (RAA close to 180◦). This fact was also indicated by increasing Cohen’s r metrics in this period,
calculated from Mann–Whitney tests. Because of the modifications in the RAA, the reflectance of all
studied MODIS bands, especially in the NIR, increased from June to September due to the BRDF effects.
In the Amazon, 60% of the EVI signal in September was, on average, controlled by BRDF. In June,
this value was 30%. Because of these temporal differences in anisotropy, the ascending slope of the EVI
curve toward the end of dry season was mostly reduced after BRDF correction. However, assuming
a perfect removal of the bidirectional effects, there is a remaining EVI difference of approximately 0.02,
between June and September, that requires attention. Following this small EVI difference, we also
observed slight increases in the GRND, NDWI, PRI, and SWND toward the end of the dry season,
which should be further investigated.

Our results highlight the importance of correcting data acquired by large FOV instruments, like the
MODIS, for BRDF effects. This is an essential procedure for the correct interpretation of MODIS time
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series in vegetation phenological studies, especially when the most anisotropic VIs are used in seasonal
and inter–annual data analyses in the Amazon.
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