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Abstract—Leaf features play an important role in plant
species identification and plant taxonomy. The type of the
leaf vein is an important morphological feature of the leaf
in botany. Leaf vein should be extracted from the leaf in the
image before discriminating its type. In this paper a new
method of leaf vein extraction has been proposed based on
gray-scale morphology. Firstly, the color image of the plant
leaf is transformed to the gray image according to the hue
and intensity information. Secondly, the gray-scale
morphology processing is applied to the image to eliminate
the color overlap in the whole leaf vein and the whole
background. Thirdly, the linear intensity adjustment is
adopted to enlarge the gray value difference between the
leaf vein and its background. Fourthly, calculate a
threshold with OSTU method to segment the leaf vein
from its background. Finally, the leaf vein can be got after
some processing on details. Experiments have been
conducted with several images. The results show the
effectiveness of the method. The idea of the method is also
applicable to other linear objects extraction.
Index Terms—leaf vein; gray-scale morphology; image
segmentation; linear object

Ⅰ. INTRODUCTION
Leaf is one of the important organs of the plant. Leaf
features can play important roles both in plant species
identification and plant taxonomy. Leaf vein is an
integral part of the leaf. The type of the leaf vein is an
important morphological characteristic of the leaf in
botany[1]. Leaf vein should be extracted from a leaf in
the image before identifying its type in computer based
leaf feature extraction[2,3].
Several methods [4-8] have been proposed for leaf
vein extraction. Some of them can not achieve satisfied
results. Others are based on artificial neural network
method, which makes the software systems developed
based on these methods are only applicable to leaves of
some specific kinds of plants. When applied to one new
kind of plant, the software systems need to be adjusted
by learning before they can turn out good result.
Leaf vein extraction is usually thought as a problem of
image segmentation. The methods of image
segmentation can be divided into two types[9]: region
Copyright © 2010 MECS

based method and edge based method. If the color
difference is holistic between the object and its
background in the image, the region based method can
be used to achieve a good segmentation result. The key
point of the region based method is how to select the
right threshold. If the color difference is local between
the object and its background, that is to say, there is color
overlap in the whole object and the whole background,
the edge based method is often used. The edge based
method firstly segments the image into some regions and
then identifies each region is the part of object or the
background.
Usually the color difference is local between the leaf
vein and its background in the image. So the region
based method is not applicable to leaf vein extraction. As
leaf vein is so thin that many noise will be introduced
into the segmentation result when the region based
The raw image

Gray transformation

Gray-scale morphology processing

Image enhancement

Image segmentation

Processing on details

The result image

Figure 1. The procedure of leaf vein extraction
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method is applied. The region based method is not
applicable to leaf vein extraction, too.
In this paper a new method is proposed for leaf vein
extraction based on gray-scale morphology. It includes
five steps: gray transformation, gray-scale morphology
processing, image enhancement, image segmentation and
processing on details, as Fig.1 shows.
The parts of the leaf vein which can be detected by
human eyes in the image can be found with the new
method. If the method is applied to a new kind of plant,
only one parameter needs to be adjusted, which can be
done by users easily. The method is also applicable for
uneven illumination images.
The paper is organized as follows. After a short
description of the research background in Section I, the
new method is described via examples in Section II.
Some experiments are shown in Section III. The
discussions are given in Section IV.
Ⅱ. METHOD

(c)

As mentioned above, Extracting leaf vein from the
leaf in the image is usually regarded as a problem of
image segmentation. As leaf vein is so thin and the color
difference is local between the leaf vein and its
background in the image, the common methods of image
segmentation are inapplicable to the problem.
The problem of leaf vein extraction can be seen from
other point of view. Leaf vein is thin and distributes on
the leaf surface widely. It can be seen as the noises on
the leaf surface. The methods of image noise detection
may be usable for leaf vein extraction.
Mathematical morphology is an active and growing
area of image processing and analysis. It is based on set
theory and topology. It can be applied on binary image,
gray image and color image. It has been widely used in
image processing [10-12], such as image segmentation,
image filtering, image enhancement etc.
The new method of leaf vein extraction is designed
based on gray-scale morphology, which consists of gray
transformation, gray-scale morphology processing,
image enhancement, image segmentation and processing
on details. Fig. 2 shows a complete example of the new
method. Fig. 2(a) is a raw image of plant leaf, which is
captured by a set of HP Scanjet 4070 photosmart scanner.
Other images in Fig. 2 are the results of each step.
A. Gray transformation
The processing of gray transformation is to turn the
color image to the gray image. The purpose of gray
transformation is to reduce the amount of color data in
the image so as to speed up the following processing.
The color difference between the leaf vein and its
background in the color image should be kept as well as
possible in the gray image.
Equation (1) [13,14] is usually used for gray
transformation in image processing. 

Y = 0.299 R + 0.587G + 0.114 B
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(a)

(1)

(e)

(b)

(d)

(f)

(g)
(a) The raw image (b) Gray transformation
(c) Gray-scale morphology processing (d) Image enhancement
(e)Image segmentation (f) Processing on details (d) The leaf vein
Figure 2. An example of leaf vein extraction

In (1) R, G and B are the three components of a pixel
color in RGB color space; Y is the transformation result,
a gray value.
Equation (1) highlights the intensity information and
discards most color information in the color image. It is
applicable to image display but not to image
segmentation, especially when there is great hue change
in the image, as shown in Fig. 3.
There are two raw leaf images in Fig. 3(a), which are
captured by a same scanner. It can be seen that there are
a little hue changes on the surface of the left leaf and
more on the surface of the right one.
Fig. 3(b) shows the results of gray transformation
applied on the two raw images in Fig. 3(a) using (1). The
left one in the result image is good but the right one is
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Fig. 2(b) is the result of gray transformation using (2)
applied on Fig. 2(a).

(a) The raw images

(b) Results of the common method

(c) Results of the new method
Figure 3. Gray transformation

bad. The red leaf vein is conspicuous in the right raw
image but vague in the result image. So (1) can not be
used for leaf vein extraction.
Aiming at leaf vein extraction, a new method is
designed for gray transformation, in which both hue and
intensity information are used, as (2) shows.

Y = ((( H + 90)%360) / 360 + 1 − V ) / 2 (2)
In (2) H and V are respectively hue and value
(intensity) components of a pixel color in HSV color
space.
Colors of leaves are usually green, yellow or red,
while the colors on both sides of 0 degree line of hue are
red in HSV color space. Considering the characteristic of
leaves, the 0 degree line of hue is set as the original 270
degree line of hue in (2).
Fig. 3(c) shows the effectiveness of the new method.
The two images in Fig. 3(c) are the results of gray
transformation using (2) applied on the two raw leaf
images in Fig. 3(a). It can be seen that the color
difference between the leaf vein and its background in
the color image has been reserved in the result image,
whether in the left leaf image or the right one. The new
method has a higher adaptability than the common
method and it is adaptive to the gray transformation
processing in leaf vein extraction.
Copyright © 2010 MECS

B. Gray-scale morphology processing
The processing of image segmentation can not be
conducted on the gray image at present, for the gray
difference between the leaf vein and its background is
still local. There is gray overlap in the whole leaf vein
and the whole background, which means the pixels with
a same gray value may belong to the leaf vein or its
background. If conducting image segmentation now,
some parts of the leaf vein will be regarded as the
background and be discarded, at the same time, some
part of the background will be regarded as the leaf vein
and be left in the result. The gray overlap in the whole
leaf vein and the whole background should be eliminated
before the image segmentation processing.
The purpose of gray-scale morphology processing is
just to get rid of the gray overlap in the whole leaf vein
and the whole background and make ready for image
segmentation. The local difference between the leaf vein
and its background should be well kept or even enhanced
in the result image.
Mathematical morphology[9,13,14] provides two
basic morphological operations: erosion and dilation.
The different combinations of these two operations
produce other operations of mathematical morphology,
such as opening operation, closing operation, bot-hat
transformation and top-hat transformation.
Let f be a gray image and b be a structuring element.
The six operations of gray-scale morphology are defined
respectively as follows.
(1) Erosion operation

( fΘb)( s, t ) = min{ f ( s + x, t + y ) − b( x, y ) |
(3)
( s + x, t + y ) ∈ D f , ( x, y ) ∈D b }
Applying erosion operation on a gray image will
reduce the brightness of the image and the darker parts in
the original image will expand in the result image.
(2) Dilation operation

( f ⊕ b)( s, t ) = max{ f ( s + x, t + y ) + b( x, y ) |
(4)
( s + x, t + y ) ∈ D f , ( x, y ) ∈D b }
Applying dilation operation on a gray image will
enhance the brightness of the image and the brighter
parts in the original image will expand in the result
image.
(3) Opening operation

f o b = ( fΘb) ⊕ b

(5)

Applying opening operation on a gray image can
eliminate the little brighter regions in the image or
weaken the brightness of these regions.
(4) Closing operation

f • b = ( f ⊕ b)Θb

(6)
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Applying closing operation on a gray image can
eliminate the little darker regions in the image or
increase the brightness of these regions.
(5) Top-hat transformation

f − f ob

(7)

Applying top-hat transformation on a gray image can
extract the little brighter regions in the image or get the
gray differences between these regions and their
backgrounds.
(6) Bot-hat transformation

f •b − f

(8)

Applying bot-hat transformation on a gray image can
extract the little darker regions in the image or get the
gray differences between these regions and their
backgrounds.
In the gray image of a leaf, as shown in Fig. 2(b) and
Fig. 3(c), the leaf vein is usually darker than its
background. The bot-hat transformation can be used to
get the gray difference between the leaf vein and its
background.
The uneven illumination often occurs in the image in
practical application. The bot-hat transformation can not
avoid the disturbance of the bright spots. The top-hat
transformation can be a useful supplement.
The complete gray-scale morphology processing is
designed as (9) shows.

g = ( f • b − f ) − ( f − f o b) （9）
In (9) f is a gray image; g is the result of gray
morphology processing, which is still a gray image.
As the values of the gray differences are small
between most parts of the leaf vein and their
backgrounds, which are usually less than 60, the result
image g looks very dark and the effect of the gray
morphology processing can not be seen from the image g.
So the image g is transformed to its inverse image in
order to watch the effect, as Fig. 2(c) shows.
It can be seen in Fig. 2(c) that the whole background
of the leaf vein is almost white and the visual difference
between leaf vein and its background is even more
obvious than that in the raw image. we deem that there in
no gray overlap in the whole leaf vein and the whole
background now.
C. Image enhancement
As it is shown in Fig. 2(c), the gray difference
between the leaf vein and its background is very small,
whether it is in vision or value. In order to enlarge the
value difference between the leaf vein and its
background so as to make for image segmentation, the
processing of image enhancement should be conducted
on the result of gray-scale morphology processing.
The methods of image enhancement include linear
intensity adjustment, Gamma correction, histogram
equalization, decorrelation stretching, etc. Linear
intensity adjustment has been chosen, as (10) shows.
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g ( x, y ) = 255

g ( x, y ) − minv
maxv − minv

(10)

In (10) g(x,y) is the gray value of a pixel in image g,
minv is the minimal gray value of all pixels and maxv is
the maximum one.
Fig. 2(d) shows the result of linear intensity
adjustment applied on the result of gray morphology
processing. The leaf vein in the image is more obvious
and the background is almost black, which state that the
gray value difference between the leaf vein and its
background has been enlarged successfully.
D. Image segmentation
The problem of leaf vein extraction is simplified to a
image segmentation problem at present, whereas there
are some questions need to be considered.
Although the background of the leaf vein seems to be
black in the result image of image enhancement, as
shown in Fig. 2(d), the gray values of pixels which
constitute the background are not all zero, which are only
very small. On the other hand, there are some parts of the
leaf vein can not be detected by human eyes in the result
image of image enhancement, for the gray values of the
pixels constituting them are very small, too.
The accuracy of leaf vein extraction is very important
to the following process. As the purpose of leaf vein
extraction in our research is to make ready for
identifying the type of leaf vein, the parts of leaf vein
which can be detected by human eyes can just meet the
requirement, for people also use them to identify the type
of leaf vein in plant taxonomy.
So the goal of image segmentation processing is to
extract the parts of leaf vein which can be detected by
human eyes easily.
As there is no gray overlap in the leaf vein and its
background now, the region based method of image
segmentation can be applied now. There are many
methods for threshold selection, such as iteration method,
OSTU method and clustering method.
Considering requirements of the processing on the
speed and effect, the OSTU method has been chosen to
calculate the threshold for image segmentation. The
image segmentation processing is shown as (11).

⎧1 g ( x, y ) ≥ t
d ( x, y ) = ⎨
⎩0 g ( x, y ) < t

(11)

In (11) g(x,y) is the gray value of a pixel in the result
image of image enhancement, t is the threshold
calculated by the OSTU method and d(x,y) is the binary
value of the pixel.
Fig. 2(e) shows the result of image segmentation
processing on Fig. 2(d). The leaf vein is white and the
background is black. The leaf vein which can be detected
by human eyes in Fig. 2(e) is more than that in Fig. 2(d).
E. Processing on details
The defect of threshold segmentation is that some
isolated points and discontinuous lines often emerge in
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the number of white pixels in its neighborhood. If the
number is more than a specified number, the current
pixel is regard as a pixel of the leaf vein and it should be
turned to white, in other words, its gray value should be
set as 1.
(2) Eliminating the isolated points
After the discontinuous lines have been linked, the
isolated points can be eliminated using the opening
operation of binary morphology, as (12) shows.
(a) Part of the result image of image segmentation

(b) Part of the result image of linking the discontinuous lines

e = d' ob

(12)

In (12) d’ is the result image of linking the
discontinuous lines, b is also a structuring element and e
is the result, which is still a binary image.
Fig. 2(f) shows the result of processing on details of
Fig. 2(e). The procedure and effect of processing on
details can be seen in Fig. 4(b) and Fig. 4(c) clearly .
The color information of the leaf vein can be got
according to Fig. 2(a) and Fig. 2(f), as shown in Fig. 2(g).
It can be seen that the parts of the leaf vein which can be
detected by human eyes are extracted successfully.
Fig. 4(d) shows a part of Fig. 2(g).
Ⅲ. EXPERIMENTS

(c) Part of the result image of eliminating the isolated points

Some experiments have been conducted on several
images with the method, as Fig. 5 shows. There are five
raw images of plant leaf in the Fig. 5(a), which are
captured with a same HP scanner. The results are shown
in Fig. 5(b).
It can be seen that the results of the front four images
are acceptable and the result of the last one is not good
like others.
One reason for the poor result of the last leaf is the
colors of many parts of the leaf vein are too close to their
background in the raw image and even people can not
detect these parts of leaf vein with their eyes easily,
which can be resolved by adjusting the threshold in
image segmentation processing if needed. The other
reason is the right part of the leaf in the raw image is too
bright and the leaf vein in this region can not be seen
with eyes. The method can just find the parts of leaf vein
which can be detected with eyes.

(d) Part of the color leaf vein

Ⅳ. DISCUSSIONS

Figure 4. Partial image of processing on details

A. About gray transformation
The hue and intensity information are used in gray
transformation. Such a method of gray transformation is
more applicable than the common one. It is appropriate
not only for the image without great hue changes, just
like the common method, but also for the image with a
wide rang of hue changes. However, it does not mean the
method is applicable to all kinds of image, for example,
an image with all hue in HSV color space. Fortunately,
this seldom occurs on the surface of a life body in the
natural world. So the method has a broad application
fields.

the result image when the content of the image be
segmented is relatively complicated. The leaf image is
just so.
Fig. 4(a) shows a part of Fig. 2(e), which is displayed
on 100% scale. It can be seen that there are some isolated
points and discontinuous lines in the image. Some
processing need to be conducted to eliminate the isolated
points and link the discontinuous lines so as to get a
more accuracy result.
(1) Linking the discontinuous lines
Search the black pixels in the result image of image
segmentation. When a black pixel has been found, count
Copyright © 2010 MECS
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B.

About gray-scale morphology processing
The bot-hat transformation and the top-hat
transformation are combined in gray morphology
processing. The bot-hat transformation is used to
enhance the dark details in the gray image and the
top-hat transformation is used to eliminate the
disturbances of the bright spots. The top-hat operation
can be omitted if there is no uneven illumination in the
raw image, while which seldom happens in practice.
The b structuring element is very important in gray
morphology processing, including its shape and size.
The shape of the b structuring element can be circular,
square, cross-shaped etc. It should be chosen or designed
according to the shape and the extending orientation of
the object. As the leaf vein is linear and the orientation of
the leaf vein varying with the position on the leaf surface,
square is chosen for the b structuring element in the
processing.
The width of b structuring element should be selected
in accordance with the width of the object. If it is too
wide, the processing speed will decrease and the result
may be affected. The width of the b structuring element
should be no less than the maximal width of the leaf vein
in the image. In our experiments the width of the b
structuring element is set as 7.
The width of b structuring element is the only
parameter in our method which need to be revised when
the plant species or the resolution ratio of the image
changes. Fortunately, it is just a simple work. It is easy
for users to finish it according to the processing result by
themselves.
C. About image enhancement
The processing of image enhancement is to prepare for
image segmentation. If all of the leaf vein or only the

primary leaf vein need to be extracted in other
application, other methods of image enhancement should
be selected, such as Gamma correction and logarithm
method.
D. About image segmentation
OSTU method has been applied in the processing of
image segmentation. It is propitious to extracting the
parts of leaf vein which can be detected with eyes easily
in the raw image. If a refined result desired in some
application, such as leaf vein grading, the clustering
method may be a good choice.
E. About processing on details
The specified number in linking the discontinuous
lines is related to the width of b structuring element in
gray morphology processing. If the width is n, the
specified number is (n-1)/2.
The width of b structuring element in eliminating the
isolated points is also related to the width of b structuring
element in gray morphology processing. If the latter is n,
the former should be n-2.
F. About the result
It can be seen in many result images that the leaf vein
is discontinuous in some locations. The main reason is
that the color of the leaf vein is so close to its
background at these locations in the original image. Such
results usually will not do harm to the type identification
of leaf vein.
G. About the whole method
The method can be used to extract the parts of leaf
vein which can be detected with people eyes easily in the
image. If a more precise or coarser result needed, the
processing of image enhancement and image segmented
need to be adjusted.

Figure 5. Pome experiments
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The main factor which affect the processing speed of
the method is the width of the b structuring element. The
smaller the width is, the faster the speed is. The width of
the b structuring element also affect the result. So it
should be no less than the maximal width of the leaf vein
in the image.
Ⅴ. CONCLUSIONS
In this paper a new method for leaf vein extraction has
been put forward, which is based on gray-scale
morphology. The main idea of the method is to look
upon the leaf vein as the noise on the leaf surface and
adopt the method of noise detection to extract the leaf
vein. The experiments show the method is feasible.
Compared with the former research, the new method is
more practical.
The basic idea of the method is also applicable to
other linear objects extraction, such as cardiovascular,
cracks on road, etc. When applied on other objects, the
method should be adjusted according to at least three
factors:
(1) the color difference between the object and its
background, which determines how to design the
mathematical morphology operation;
(2) the shape and the extending orientation of the
object, which determines the shape of the b structuring
element;
(3) the width of the object, which determines the width
of the b structuring element.
REFERENCES
[1] Jin Yingen. Botany. Beijing: Science Press, 2006.
[2] Nam Y., Hwang E., and Kim D., “A similarity-based leaf
image retrieval scheme: Joining shape and venation
features,” Computer Vision and Image Understanding,
2008, 110 (2): 245-259.
[3] Park J, Hwang E, and Nam Y, “Utilizing venation features
for efficient leaf image retrieval,” The Journal of Systems
and Software, 2008, 81: 71–82.
[4] Soille P., “Morphological image analysis applied to crop
field mapping,” Image and Vision Computing, 2000, 18:
1025-1032
[5] Kirchgessner N., Scharr H., and Schurr U., “Robust vein
extraction on plant leaf images,” In: 2nd IASTED
International Conference Visualization, Imaging and
Image Processing, Malaga, Spain, 9–12 September, 2002.
[6] Fu H., and Chi Z., “A two-stage approach for leaf vein

Copyright © 2010 MECS

[7]

[8]

[9]
[10]
[11]

[12]

[13]
[14]

31

extraction,” In: Proceedings of International Conference
on Neural Networks and Signal Processing, vol. I, Nanjing,
Jiangsu, China, December 12–15, 2003, pp. 208–211.
Li Y.F., Zhu Q.S., Cao Y.K., Wang C.L, “A Leaf Vein
Extraction Method Based On Snakes Technique,” In:
International Conference on Neural Networks and Brain
2005, vol. 2, 13–15 Oct. 2005, pp. 885–888.
Yan Li, Zheru Chi, and David D. Feng, “Leaf Vein
Extraction Using Independent Component Analysis,” 2006
IEEE Conference on Systems, Man and Cybernetics, Vol. 5,
Taipei, 2006, pp. 3890-3894.
Image engineering (Ⅱ)—image analysis, zhang yujin,
beijing: Tsinghua university press, 2005. 10
S. Mukhopadhyay and B. Chanda, “Multiscale
morphological segmentation of gray-scale images,” IEEE
Transactions on Image Processing, 2003, 12(5): 533-549.
Krishnan Nallaperumal, K.Krishnaveni, Justin Varghese, S.
Saudia, S. Annam, and P. Kumar, “A novel Multi-scale
Morphological Watershed Segmentation Algorithm,”
International Journal of Imaging Science and Engineering,
2007, 1(2): 60-64.
M. A. Arag′on-Calvo, Jones, Bernard J. T., R. van de
Weygaert and J. H. vander Hulst, “ The multiscale
morphology filter: identifying and extracting spatial
patterns in the galaxy distribution, ” Astronomy &
Astrophysics, 2007, 474: 315–338.
R.C. Gonzalez and R.E. Woods. Digital Image Processing,
2nd. Ed. Prentice-Hall, 2002.
R.C. Gonzalez and R.E. Woods. Digital Image Processing
using matlab. Ed. Prentice-Hall, 2004.
Xiaodong Zheng was born in
Wenxian, Henan Province, China in
1974. He received the Master
degree from Jiangsu University,
China in 2004. He is now a lecturer
at
Zhengzhou
Institute
of
Aeronautical Industry Management.
His current research area is digital
image process.
Xiaojie Wang was born in
Luoyang, Henan Province, China in
1974. She received the Master
degree from Dalian university of
technology, China in 2004. She is
now a lecturer at Zhengzhou
university. Her current research area
is computer vision.

I.J. Image, Graphics and Signal Processing, 2010, 2, 25-31

