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Although backscatter mosaics of the seafloor are now routinely produced from multibeam 

sonar data, significant differences have been observed in the products generated by 

different software when processing the same dataset. This represents a major limitation to 

a number of possible uses of backscatter mosaics, including quantitative analysis, 

monitoring seafloor change over time, and combining results from multiple data sources. A 

recently published study from the Backscatter Working Group: established under auspices 

of GEOHAB (http://geohab.org/) and consisting of more than 300 researchers 

representing academia, governments and industry (Lurton et al., 2015) also highlighted 

this issue. The study recommended that “to check the consistency of the processing results 

provided by various software suites, initiatives promoting comparative tests on common 

data sets should be encouraged […]”.  With the aim of facilitating such a comparison, the 

Backscatter Software Intercomparison Project (BSIP) was launched in May 2018. Software 

developers were invited to actively participate in BSIP and discuss how the inconsistencies 

might be overcome and, or at least made more transparent. To date, the developers of four 

software packages (CARIS SIPS, MB Process, QPS FMGT, and Sonarscope) have actively 

collaborated on this project and other interested software vendors are encouraged to 

participate in this project.  

 

Since backscatter data processing is a complex and (as yet) non-standardized sequence of 

steps, the root causes of observed differences in the end-results derived using different 

software packages are difficult to pinpoint. It is thus necessary to obtain data at 

intermediate stages of processing sequences. We provided software developers with 

several small datasets collected using different  multibeam sonar models and asked them, 

at this initial stage of the project, to generate intermediate processing results focused on 

the output of the first stages of processing (i.e., as read by the software tools) as well as the 

fully processed results. Large differences between software outputs were observed. A 

major observation, even at this early stage of the project, was that in the absence of 

accepted standards, different software have adopted different methods to generate the 

initial backscatter value per beam from the raw data (snippets), prior to starting the 
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processing sequence. This initial difference is critical and hinders any comparison of the 

subsequent steps during backscatter processing. We conclude by presenting our plans for 

the next steps of the project including working closely with commercial software vendors 

in finding ways to overcome this limitation, as well as standardizing outputs and 

terminology.  
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