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Abstract

Current and forthcoming Astronomical observatories are rapidly in-
creasing the quantity, velocity and complexity of their data products push-
ing Astronomy in the Big Data regime. Extracting scientifically usable
data from such instruments involves the resolution of ill-posed inverse
problems traditionally solved with algorithms which cannot cope anymore
with the rising complexity. In the last decade, Machine Learning has seen
a deep rise in its use both within and outside Astronomy. In this Thesis,
I have developed a set of Deep Learning (DL) based pipelines aimed at
the resolution of two such problems: the Radio Interferometric Deconvo-
lution, Source Detection and Characterisation problem for two different
radio interferometers, the Atacama Large Millimeter/submillimeter Ar-
ray (ALMA) and the Square Kilometer Array (SKA), and the TOLIMAN
space telescope Astrometric signal detection problem. Given the novelty
of the instruments and the need for controlled experiments for the devel-
opment and comparison of solutions, all studies carried out in this Thesis
use simulated data. SKA and TOLIMAN data were acquired through my
participation in the SKA Data Challenge 2 and COIN TOLIMAN Focus
meeting, while I developed a simulation framework able to generate the
needed ALMA observations by levering parallel computing. The ALMA
pipeline is composed of six DL models: a Convolutional Autoencoder
(CAE) for source detection within the spatial domain of the integrated
data cubes, a Recurrent Neural Network (RNN) for denoising and peak
detection within the frequency domain, and four Residual Neural Networks
(ResNets) for source characterisation. The detection performances of the
pipeline were compared to those of other state-of-the-art methods within
the field and significant improvements in performances and computational
times are achieved. Source morphologies are detected with subpixel ac-
curacies obtaining mean residual errors of 10�3 pixel (0.1 mas) and 10�1
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mJy/beam on positions and flux estimations, respectively. Projection an-
gles and flux densities are also recovered within 10% of the true values for
80% and 73% of all sources in the test set, respectively. A direct compar-
ison with tCLEAN, the current image deconvolution method employed
by CASA, the ALMA data reduction pipeline, is made on simplified mock
data achieving a substantial improvement in reconstruction quality and
speed. The SKA pipeline, which I developed to address the shortcomings
of the baseline pipeline developed during the Challenge in collaboration
with COIN, is based on a combination of a classical Compressed Sensing
algorithm, my 3D implementation of the Multi Vision Model, with six DL
models: A 3D CAE for source detection, a 3D ResNet classifier to de-
tect and remove false detections, and four 3D ResNet regressors to predict
sources morphological parameters. The performances of the debugged,
re-trained and optimised baseline pipeline and the revised pipeline are
compared with those of the other solutions to the challenge. The revised
pipeline reaches the highest score with slight improvements over the chal-
lenge winners. The TOLIMAN pipeline is the only unsupervised pipeline
developed in this Thesis and it is based on a CAE tasked with compress-
ing the TOLIMAN image time series into a monodimensional latent space
which is then analysed through a Lomb-Scargle periodogram in search of
periodic components. The pipeline performances in detecting increasingly
small and realistic Astrometric signals embedded within a series of simu-
lated TOLIMAN observations of the Alpha Cen star system are compared
to those of other sparsity-based state-of-the-art solutions within the field.
The signals are simulated as time-dependent shifts in the positions of two
overlapping point spread functions in the TOLIMAN images. Our pipeline
is the only one which can reliably detect the signal with an amplitude of
10�6 times the pixel size. The simulations contained only Poisson noise, in
future works, all the more realistic sources of noise and systematic effects
present in the real-world satellites will be injected into the simulations.
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Sintesi in lingua italiana

Gli attuali e futuri osservatori continuano ad incrementare la quan-
tità, la velocità e la complessità dei dati prodotti spingendo l’Astronomia
nel regime dei Big Data. L’estrazione di dati scientificamente utilizz-
abili da tali strumenti richiede la risoluzione di problemi inversi mal posti
tradizionalmente risolti con algoritmi che non sono più in grado di tener
testa all incrementale complessità dei dati. Nell’ultimo decennio l’utilizzo
del Machine Learning ha visto un notevole incremento sia all’interno che
al di fuori dell’Astronomia. In questo lavoro di Tesi, ho sviluppato una
serie di "pipeline" basate su modelli di Deep Learning (DL) con lo scopo
di risolvere due problemi inversi: il problema di deconvoluzione radio in-
terferometrica e successiva rilevazione e classificazione delle sorgenti astro-
nomiche per l’Atacama Large Millimeter/submillimeter Array (ALMA) e
lo Square Kilometer Array (SKA), ed il problema di rilevazione del seg-
nale astrometrico per il telescopio spaziale TOLIMAN. Data la natura
degli strumenti e la necessità di eseguire esperimenti controllati necessari
alo sviluppo ed il confronto di soluzioni ai problemi preposti, tutti gli
studi portati avanti in questa Tesi usano dati simulati. I dati di SKA e
TOLIMAN sono stati acquisiti tramite la mia partecipazione, rispettiva-
mente, alla SKA Data Challenge 2 e al COIN TOLIMAN Focus meeting.
I dati di ALMA sono stati creati tramite simulazioni in grado di gener-
are i dati necessari sfruttando il paradigma di computazione parallela. La
pipeline per ALMA è formato da sei modelli di DL: un Convolutional Au-
toencoder (CAE) per il relevamento delle sorgenti nel dominio spaziale
dei data cubi integrati, una Recurrent Network (RNN) per ridurre il ru-
more e rilevare picchi di emissione in frequenza, e quattro Residual Neural
Networks (ResNets) per caratterizzare le sorgenti. Le prestazioni della
pipeline proposta sono state comparate a quelle di altri metodi che rapp-
resentano lo stato dell’arte nel settore, dimostrando migliori prestazioni e
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tempi computazionali. Le caratteristiche delle sorgenti sono registrate con
accuratezze inferiori alle dimensioni del pixel ottenendo errori residui medi
di 10�3 pixel (0.1 mas) e 10�1 mJy/beam rispettivamente sulle posizioni e
sui flussi. Gli angoli di proiezione e i flussi sono entro il 10% del loro val-
ore vero per rispettivamente l’80% ed il 73% di tutte le sorgenti presenti
nel test set. Si è anche eseguita una comparazione diretta della qualità
di ricostruzione con tCLEAN, l’algoritmo di deconvoluzione attualmente
utilizzato dalla pipeline di riduzione dati di ALMA, sui nostri semplici
dati simulati ottenendo sostanziali miglioramenti nella qualità della ri-
costruzione e nei tempi computazionali. La pipeline per SKA, è stata
sviluppata per correggere le principali carenze dimostrate dalla pipeline,
usata nel contesto della Tesi come "baseline", che ho sviluppato, durante
la SKA Data Challenge 2, in collaborazione con altri membri COIN. La
pipeline è basata sulla combinazione di un classico algoritmo di Com-
pressed Sensing, un’implementazione 3D del Multi Vision Model, con sei
algoritmi di DL: un 3D CAE per rilevare le sorgenti, una 3D ResNet usata
come classificatore per rilevare e rimuovere falsi rilevamenti, e quattro 3D
ResNet usate come regressori per predirre i parametri morfologici delle sor-
genti. Le prestazioni della pipeline di baseline, dopo aver eseguito estensivo
debugging, riaddestramento e ottimizzazione, e quelle della pipeline da me
sviluppata sono confrontate con quelle degli altri partecipanti alla Chal-
lenge. La pipeline proposta ha notevolmente migliorato i risultati ottenuti
nella Challenge con prestazioni leggemente superiori rispetto ai vincitori.
La pipeline per TOLIMAN è l’unica non supervisionata tra quelle presen-
tate nella Tesi ed è basata su un CAE addestrato per comprimere la serie di
immagini di TOLIMAN in uno spazio latente monodimensionale, per poi
essere analizzato in cerca di componenti periodiche con il periodogramma
di Lomb-Scargle. Le prestazioni della pipeline proposta nel rilevare segnali
incrementalmente più deboli e realistici ignettati all’interno di una serie di
osservazioni da parte di TOLIMAN del sistema stellare Alpha Cen, sono



comparate con quelle di altre soluzioni basate su sparsità rappresentanti
lo stato dell’arte nel settore. I segnali sono simulati come variazioni dipen-
denti dal tempo delle posizioni relative di due Point Spread Functions
sovrapposte nelle imagini di TOLIMAN. La pipeline proposta è l’unica
in grado di rilevare il segnale con ampiezza di 10�6 volte le dimensioni
del pixel. I dati simulati contenenvano unicamente rumore Poissoniano,
in lavori futuri prevediamo di considerare le ulteriori sorgenti di rumore e
sistemetiche presenti nei satelliti reali.

Parole chiave: methods: data analysis, methods: machine learning,
techniques: image processing, techniques: interferometric, techniques: as-
trometric, software: simulations
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Hello there!

Master Obi-Wan Kenobi, Revenge of
the Sith

In the last two decades, astronomical datasets underwent a rapid growth
in size and complexity thus pushing Astronomy in the Big Data regime
[97, 11, 119, 167, 22]. These early trends are even more relevant nowadays
since new instruments, which are either ready to enter the operation phase
(e.g. the Large Synoptic Survey Vera Rubin Telescope - LSST, or EU-
CLID) or will become operational in the next three years (e.g. the Square
Kilometre Array - SKA and the Extremely Large Telescope - ELT), not
to mention the already operational James Webb Telescope, will push the
stream of newly processed data to unprecedented ranges of ' 30 � 100
TBs per day. Extracting scientific data from raw observations usually
requires the resolution of ill-posed inverse problems and traditional ap-
proaches cannot cope anymore with the rising data complexity. Comes
thus with no surprise, given that astronomers had pioneered and embraced
data virtuous strategies and "data driven" approaches to optimise the
data collection, distribution, and processing for most astronomical instru-
ments (see, for example, early virtuous examples such as the creation of
an accurate "astronomical ontology" or the Virtual Observatory Alliance
- IVOA1 or the creation of specific professional societies such as the the

1https://ivoa.net
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Astrostatistics International Society and the International Astroinformat-
ics Society2), that the ability of machine learning methodologies, both
supervised and unsupervised, to cope with very complex data, has been
extensively exploited by the community to solve a wide variety of problems
spanning all aspects of the astronomical data life, from instrument moni-
toring to data acquisition and ingestion, to data analysis and interpretation
[12, 82, 73, 102, 84, 109, 147, 169, 93, 43, 29, 41, 90, 123]. Chapter 2 sum-
marises the basic concepts about inverse problems and briefly describes
those which are encountered in this Thesis: the Radio Interferometric de-
convolution and the subsequent source detection and characterisation prob-
lems and the Telescope for Orbital Locus Interferometric Monitoring of our
Astrometric Neighbourhood Telescope for Orbital Locus Interferometric
Monitoring of our Astrometric Neighbourhood (TOLIMAN) satellite sig-
nal detection problem. The Chapter shows how each of these problems can
be formulated as an ill-conditioned inverse problem, what are the general
strategies to solve it, and provides an outline of widely accepted strate-
gies adopted by the community. Finding the solution to an ill-conditioned
inverse-problem poses several difficulties regardless of whether analytical
or numerical techniques are used, and, in order to make this problem well-
conditioned (solvable), regularization techniques and iterative strategies
can be employed. Regularization allows in fact to reduce the space of can-
didate solutions by incorporating some knowledge about the nature of the
data. This is achieved by reformulating the problem in such a way that
the solution to the new problem is less sensitive to perturbations. Prior
information usually accounts for the "smoothness" class of solution and
can go from the simple assumption of uniform smoothness to a much more
complex knowledge about the geometrical structures of the solutions (e.g.:
the shape of the Point Spread Function Point Spread Function (PSF), sym-
metry of the sources, isotropy, non-negativity etc.). An outline of Machine
Learning based solutions to these problems is instead presented in Chapter
3. As a matter of fact, in recent years, Machine Learning has become more
and more a powerful tool to solve ill-conditioned imaging inverse problems
in many fields of science and industry. ML offers in fact the possibility to
learn how to solve problems by automatically identifying patterns with-
out human assistance. This is crucially important in astrophysics which

2http://astroinformatics.info/astroinfo
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relies on observations and incomplete models of the underlying phenom-
ena. Furthermore, the relatively large errors in the data may result in
poorly constrained models which makes the solution to these problems
even more problematic. Chapter 3 aims therefore at introducing those ba-
sic concepts behind Machine Learning Machine Learning (ML) and Deep
Learning Deep Learning (DL) which are needed to understand the inner
workings of all the DL models I built to solve the problems addressed in
this Thesis. First, I present a broad overview of the AI field and the basic
definitions and structures which are required by all ML models, and then
I showcase a detailed analysis of all the DL and ML models I implemented
and utilised in this Thesis. Finally, I also showcase some ML and DL ap-
plications to the resolution of other astrophysical inverse problems.

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 present my original work: i.e. the development
of three DL pipelines for the resolution of three different inverse problems
within the field of Astronomy, the first two in the setting of Radio Inter-
ferometry, the latter in the field of Narrow-Angle Astrometry. The three
problems addressed in the respective Chapters are listed below:

• Chapter 4: Detection and characterisation of the Atacama
Large Millimeter Array Atacama Large Millimeter/submil-
limeter Array (ALMA) Sources through Deep Learning: the
fourth Chapter focuses on the performances of a DL-based pipeline I
implemented in order to reconstruct, detect and characterise sources
within simulated ALMA observations. These are 3D, noisy dat-
acubes obtained by passing simulated sources through the mathe-
matical model of the ALMA interferometric array. This investiga-
tion was needed to test if DL-based pipelines could be used to deliver
improvements in both speed and performance over more traditional
solutions. This involves the creation of realistic simulations of the
ALMA data products, which are made available to the Astronomical
community, and the comparison of the DL pipeline with competing
solutions and other traditional counterparts in solving the image de-
convolution and denoising problem, and then the source detection
and characterisation problems;

• Chapter 5: The Square Kilometre Array Square Kilometer
Array (SKA) Data Challenge 2: Detection and Character-
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ization of SKA Sources through Deep Learning: the fifth
Chapter of the Thesis investigates the performance of two novel DL-
based pipeline in detecting and characterising sources within a sim-
ulated Square Kilometre Array (SKA) data cube. The investigation
started with my participation, in collaboration with several members
of the Cosmostatistic Initiative (COIN), in the SKA Data Challenge
2, which ended up developing a first pipeline that is used as a baseline
in the Chapter. Two revised pipelines based on the baseline are pre-
sented and compared against other DL-based and classical pipelines
which participated in the challenge. While the original pipeline did
not show competing performances, nevertheless being in the top 10
scorer of the Challenge, the newly revised pipeline I implemented to
address the shortcomings of our previous attempt, was able to com-
pete with the winners of the Challenge.

• Chapter 6: The TOLIMAN Signal Detection Problem: the
sixth Chapter of the Thesis investigates the performances of a DL-
based pipeline I implemented to recover the astrometric signal em-
bedded in TOLIMAN simulated data. Astrometric detection involves
precise measurements of stellar positions, and it is regarded among
the leading methods to find Earth-mass planets in temperate (i.e.
within the habitability zone) orbits around nearby sun-like stars.
The TOLIMAN space telescope [152] is a low-cost, agile space mis-
sion which will be devoted to performing narrow-angle astrometric
monitoring of bright binary stars. In particular, the task will be op-
timised to search for habitable-zone planets around ↵ Centauri AB.
If the separation between these two stars can be monitored with suf-
ficient precision, tiny perturbations due to the gravitational tug from
an unseen planet can be witnessed and, given the configuration of
the optical system, the scale of the shifts in the image plane is about
one-millionth of a pixel. The Chapter showcases how a Convolutional
Auto-Encoder is able to retrieve the astrometric signal from simpli-
fied simulations of the TOLIMAN data and we present the entire
experimental pipeline to recreate our experiments from the simula-
tions to the signal analysis. The performance of the unsupervised
DL model is then compared with other state-of-the-art algorithms in
the field of compress sensing.
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While the three problems are presented in the above order, the research
was carried out along a different path: the TOLIMAN signal detection was
the first problem I tackled. Then came the SKA Data Challenge 2 and my
stay in Groningen (NL) in which I worked on my revised solution based on
the experience acquired within the COIN collaboration. Finally, I used the
knowledge acquired on the SKA problem to revise a customised solution
to the ALMA problem which became the main focus of this Thesis.

Chapter 7 summarises the work done and the main scientific results
achieved, outlines whether DL algorithms can provide fast and reliable so-
lutions for many challenges within Astronomy and outlines some future
perspectives for the work done so far.





Chapter 2
Inverse Problems in

Astrophysics

There is a theory which states that if
ever anyone discovers exactly what
the Universe is for and why it is
here, it will instantly disappear and
be replaced by something even more
bizarre and inexplicable.
There is another theory which states
that this has already happened.

Douglas Adams

2.1 Inverse Problems

Many problems in science and engineering are about the derivation
from a set of observations of the causal factors that produced them. In
other words, we wish to find the relation connecting the physical parame-
ters of a given model m, to a set of measurements b assuming that there is
a causal relationship G connecting one to the other. Mathematically this
kind of problem can be formulated as a set of equations:

G(m) = b (2.1)
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where b 2 Rn are the observable quantities (or functions of observable
quantities such as measurements), m is the mathematical model of the
physical processes involved in the observing process (also a function of
some analytical or numerical parameters), and G is the functional map-
ping relating the observations to the model. In this formalism, the forward
problem consists in finding b given m, i.e. in predicting the observations
given our knowledge about the phenomenon (simulations are forward prob-
lems). On the other hand, inverse problems consist in finding m given b.
For that reason G is also known as the forward operator and, depending on
the problem, it can be an ordinary differential equation (ODE), a partial
differential equation (PDE) or a linear or nonlinear system of equations.
In most imaging systems the noiseless observation can be approximately
considered as a linear function of the model or, in other words, the G op-
erator is linear [14]. Moreover, most imaging systems used in Astronomy
are space invariant, and, as we will see later in this Chapter, this implies
that the forward operator is a convolution with the Point Spread Function
PSF of the imaging system. The considerations made so far do not take
into account explicitly the fact that, in reality, measurements are always
affected by errors and models are always an imperfect approximation of
the true physics behind the phenomenon or the experimental setup. For
this reason, it is better to formulate inverse problems as:

b = G(m) + ✏ (2.2)

where ✏ represents our uncertainty about the measurement process and the
underlying physical process and it is commonly referred to as noise. This
expression does not mean that we are assuming additive noise but only
that there is a difference between the observed and the detected noiseless
image. The aspect of inverse problems which makes them interesting and
difficult to solve is that they tend to be ill-posed or in other words, they
tend not to obey the Hadamard conditions. Namely: the existence of the
solution; uniqueness of the solution; stability of the solution. These three
conditions may be explained as follows:

1. Existence: for example, there may be no model that exactly fits the
data and thus there is no analytical solution to the problem. This
may happen because the model is not complex enough to fully cap-
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ture the underlying physical processes or because the data contains
noise;

2. Uniqueness: if an exact solution exists, it may not be unique, or
in other words, there may be some other solutions G⇤ which fit the
data.

3. Instability: an arbitrarily small perturbation of the data (or of the
measurement process) may lead to an arbitrarily large perturbation
of the solution.

To give a mathematical representation of the aforementioned conditions,
let’s start by recapitulating some basic concepts of integral equations. An
operator G is a map between two functions domains X and Y that applies
the function � 2 X to the function  2 Y as it follows:

G : X ! Y
�!  = G�

(2.3)

we can also define the inverse operator G�1 where

G�1 : G(X)! X
 ! � = G�1 

(2.4)

The existence and uniqueness of a solution for an equation using operators
can be expressed as the existence of the inverse operator G�1 : Y ! X (i.e
the operator needs to be invertible). If this is the case then the solution
can be expressed as G�1b = m and the operator is said to be bijective.
The set of functions G(X) = {G� : � 2 X} is known as the rank of the
operator. Given the problems addressed in this thesis, we can restrict our
discussion to linear operators, i.e. one for which:

G(↵�1 + ��2) = ↵G�1 + �G�2 (2.5)

Two interesting properties of linear operators are boundness and compact-
ness. An operator is said to be bounded if 9C > 0 so that k G� k C k � k.
If a linear operator is closed and bounded it is said to be compact. It can be
demonstrated that in order for a linear operator to be invertible it suffices
that its inverse operator is bounded and that for a compact linear operator
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this is true only if its rank has finite dimensions. If the inverse operator
is also continuous, then the third condition is satisfied, and the problem is
considered well-conditioned. In practice, if any of these properties are not
fulfilled, the problem is ill-conditioned and the search for the solution (if
any) will encounter many numerical difficulties. Given the nature of the
problems addressed in this Thesis, which are continuous, we can make a
further step and confine our discussion to linear integral operators. Let us,
therefore, assume that the inverse problem described by Eq. 2.1 is contin-
uous, so we can express G as a linear integral operator

Z b

a
g(x, ⇠)m(⇠)d⇠ = b(x) (2.6)

the function g(x, ⇠) is known as the kernel or PSF of the imaging system,
and equations of this form (which arise in many inverse problems), where
m(x) is the unknown, are known as Fredholm Integral Equations of the first
kind Fredholm Integral Equations of the first kind (IFK). These equations
are ill-conditioned problems unless constraints on the functional space exist
or can be set by imposing that the spaces where the b and m functions
belong have a finite dimension. This, of course, as we shall see later in
this chapter, is not always possible. In many cases, the kernel can be
written as explicitly dependent from x� ⇠ thus leading to what is known
as convolution equations

Z +1

�1
g(x� ⇠)m(⇠)d⇠ = b(x) (2.7)

For instance, the problem of inverting a Fourier transform

 (f) =

Z +1

�1
e�i2⇡fx�(x)dx (2.8)

to get �(x) involves the resolution of an IFK.

A remarkable property of linear time-invariant (or space-variant prob-
lems in 2D and in 3D) is that the forward problem can be described as a
convolution

b(t) =

Z +1

�1
g(t� ⌧)m(⌧)d⌧ (2.9)
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in this case, the independent variable is the time, and the observations, the
model and the kernel are all functions of time. Convolution generally can
be used to describe all the mappings between models and observations of
any linear spatially or time-invariant physical process, including the output
of instruments such as radio interferometers. We can show that any linear
time-invariant operator G which transforms an unknown model m(t) into
a set of observables b(t) and that follows the principles of superimposition

G(m1(t) +m2(t)) = G(m1(t)) +G(m2(t)) (2.10)

and scaling
G(↵m(t)) = ↵G(m(t)) (2.11)

can be reformulated as a convolution by utilising the sifting property of
delta functions �(t). Where the delta (or Dirac) function is described as

�(t) = lim
⌧!1

⌧�1⇧(t/⌧) (2.12)

where ⌧�1⇧(t/⌧) is an unit area rectangle function with a height of ⌧�1 and
a width of ⌧ . To see that we can reformulate this problem as a convolution,
we can employ the sifting property to compute the value of a function
within the integral

Z b

a
f(t)�(t� ⌧)dt =

(
f(t0), if a  t0  b.

0, otherwise.
(2.13)

for any f(t) continuous at finite t = t0. Thus any input signal, m(t), can
be rewritten as a summation of delta functions

m(t) =

Z +1

�1
m(⌧)�(t� ⌧)d⌧ (2.14)

and the general linear system response b(t) to the input m(t) can be written
as

b(t) = G

"Z +1

�1
m(⌧)�(t� ⌧)d⌧

#
(2.15)

and by rewriting the integral as a limit of quadrature sum of infinitesimal
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areas of area �t as �t goes to zero

b(t) = G

"
lim

�⌧!0

1X

n=�1
m(⌧n)�(t� ⌧n)�⌧

#
(2.16)

Because G is linear, we can move it inside the summation (superimposition
property) and factor out m(⌧n) obtaining

b(t) = lim
�⌧!0

1X

n=�1
m(⌧n)G[�(t� ⌧n)]�⌧ (2.17)

which, taking the limit, becomes Eq. 2.9. Hence, the inversion of a Fourier
transform is an IFK and the known relationship between convolution and
the Fourier transform exists

G(f) = F [g(t)] =

Z +1

�1
g(t)e�i2⇡ftdt (2.18)

and its inverse operation

g(t) = F�1[G(t)] =

Z +1

�1
G(f)ei2⇡ftdf (2.19)

where F is the Fourier operator and F�1 is its inverse. An important
property of Fourier transforms which we will use later is the Convolution
Theorem which states the convolution of two functions in the time domain
(or image domain in case of 2D and 3D data) equals the multiplication of
their Fourier transforms in the frequency domain (also known as uv space
for radio interferometers).

F [m(t) ⇤ g(t)] =
Z +1

�1

⇣Z +1

�1
m(t)g(t� ⌧)d⌧

!
e�i2⇡ftdt (2.20)

which, introducing the change of variables ⇠ = t� ⌧ , can be demonstrated
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as follows

F [m(t) ⇤ g(t)] =
R +1
�1 m(t)

 
g(t� ⌧)e�i2⇡ftdt

!
d⌧

=
R +1
�1 m(t)

 
g(⇠)e�i2⇡(⇠+⌧)d⇠)

!
d⌧

=

 
R +1
�1 m(⌧)e�i2⇡f⌧d⌧

! 
R +1
�1 g(⇠)e�i2⇡f⇠d⇠

!

= M(f)G(f)

(2.21)

By utilising the convolution theorem and by denoting with the capital letter
the Fourier Transform of a function, from Eq. 2.1 and Eq. 2.7, we get:

B(f) = G(f)M(f) (2.22)

where G(f) is known as the transfer function Transfer Function (TF) and
describes the behaviour of the system in Fourier space. If the TF is zero
outside a bounded domain (i.e. the operator is bounded), then the PSF
is said to be band-limited (and thus well posed), but the addition of noise
(which is not band-limited) and the limitation of the observing instruments
(which make the uncertainty outside the physical bound of the detector
impossible to tackle) make these problems ill-posed.

2.1.1 Classes of Inverse Problems in Astrophysics

As was already mentioned, given the nature of most telescopes, most
data processing problems in Astrophysics can be reformulated as linear
inverse problems

Y = HX •N (2.23)

where Y is a set of measurements, N is the unknown noise term and the
operator • encodes the way noise contaminates the data. The noise term
can be either a stochastic measurement noise induced by the sensor or a
deterministic effect due, for example, to an imperfect forward model. X is
the solution of the problem, and H is the linear operator. There are many
such inverse problems in Astrophysics. I shall shortly describe the most
relevant ones for the purposes of the present work:
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1. Deconvolution: if the observing system is linear and shift-invariant,
the relation between the data Y and the unknown signal X is a
convolution with a blurring kernel also known as the Point Spread
Function of the system (PSF);

2. Radio-Interferometric Image Reconstruction: this is a special case
of a deconvolution problem in which the observed data correspond
to a subset of the Fourier components of the unknown X. In this
case, the PSF, called dirty beam, is not compact in direct space and
contains many zeroes in the Fourier domain;

3. "Blind" Source Separation (also known as Signal Detection, Source
Detection or Image Segmentation): in this case, each measurement
is the linear mixture of n source processes. As each measurement is
a different mixture, source separation techniques aim at recovering
the original sources by utilising information on how the signals are
mixed in the observed data.

As we have seen previously if proper conditions are not ensured, these
problems are ill-posed and regularization is necessary in order to find a
solution. Regularization involves reformulating the problem by taking into
consideration all available information both on the observation process and
the signal of interest (a priori knowledge such as non-negativity in images).
Several regularization techniques have been developed but all are based on
the principle that the best transformation should be the simplest which
can describe the forward model. In the following Sections, first, we give
a description of the Radio-Interferometric Image Reconstruction problem,
which is the main focus of this Thesis, and then traditional strategies for
the resolution of the problem are presented.

2.2 An introduction to Radio Astronomy and the

Radio Interferometric Image Reconstruction

problem

Radio Astronomy is the study of astronomical objects within the radio
regime of the electromagnetic spectrum of light. While a unique and exact
definition of what constitutes the radio regime is not formally defined, radio
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astronomical surveys have been observing the sky between 10 MHz and 1
THz. This range is not arbitrarily defined, but it is bound by the physics
of the interaction between the radio waves and the Earth’s atmosphere.
All waves with frequencies between 30 MHz and 50 GHz can penetrate the
atmosphere without undergoing any particular interaction, while the at-
mosphere reflects all radio waves below its characteristic plasma frequency
of 10 MHz, and water vapour shows a significant absorption signature in
the radio above 50 GHz in the troposphere. While the reflection at low
frequencies could only be avoided by removing the atmosphere, i.e. by ob-
serving in space, the absorption at high frequencies is drastically reduced
by building telescopes in particularly dry places on Earth, such as the At-
acama desert in Chile where the Atacama Large Millimeter/submillimeter
Array (ALMA) is operated. This broad range of observational frequencies
allows for the study of a large variety of astronomical sources thanks to the
wide range of physical mechanisms which emit in that range: synchrotron
radiation, atom and molecular transitions, black body radiation, free-free
radiation and inverse Compton scattering. This allows the investigation
of properties of a large variety of objects: radio galaxies, active galactic
nuclei, quasars, inter-galactic and interstellar medium, the centre of the
Milky Way, supernova remnants, supernovas, black holes, stars, planets
and even extra-terrestrial intelligence. This simple list clearly shows how
relevant is to optimise data reduction and analysis in the radio regime.
Radio waves are received by both dipole antennas and dishes, but the
majority of modern radio telescopes are built in the form of parabolic an-
tennas (dishes) which can directly focus the radiation on the receiver and
can be used more efficiently on the wide frequency ranges in which radio
telescopes operate. A dish is an electromagnetic transductor which trans-
forms the incoming electromagnetic waves into electric signals that can be
recovered and processed. The area of the sky to which the antenna is sensi-
tive is called the field of view Field of View (FoV) and, given the geometry
of the antenna and the observing wavelength, an antenna is characterised
by a directional gain pattern (or beam) which describes the variation of
the antenna response to the electromagnetic waves across the FoV. The
beam pattern of a dish is constituted by the main lobe, which defines the
angular resolution or resolution power of the antenna, and by several side
lobes created by various types of interferences between the electromagnetic
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waves incoming to the dish [17]. At a given wavelength �, the resolution
power of a dish, i.e. the smallest angle ✓ under which two point sources
(sources which are so distant from the observer that can be approximated
as points without loss of generability) are detected as separate entities, is
connected to the diameter D of the dish through the Rayleigh criterion:

✓ = 1.22
�

D
(2.24)

Where ✓ is in radians. This equation tells us that the wider is the dish, the
higher it is the resolution power but, as can be seen, to achieve resolving
powers similar to optical telescopes (0.01 arcsec), impossibly large dishes
are required. For example, to resolve a source emitting at a wavelength of 1
meter with the resolution of 1 arcsecond, a dish with a diameter of 251 km
would be required. At the time of writing this thesis, the largest single-dish
radio telescope in the world is the Five-hundred-meter Aperture Spherical
Telescope Five hundred meter Aperture Spherical Telescope (FAST) in
China with an astonishing diameter of 500 m.

Since the beginning of the sixties, Astronomers have started to com-
bine several radio dishes arranged in such a way as to replicate a single
instrument through the correlation of the electromagnetic signal in a pair-
wise fashion. The instrument is called an interferometer and the imaging
technique is called aperture synthesis. Each antenna observes simultane-
ously the same source at the same frequency ⌫. Since each wave takes
a slightly different path to reach each antenna, the difference in distance
travelled creates a phase difference between them which creates an interfer-
ometric pattern on the receiver or, in other words, a measurable geometric
delay in the arrival time of the wave at each antenna. This delay is con-
nected to the distance between each pair of antennas, which is called the
baseline length B, and the resolving power of an interferometer, in a first
approximation, is obtained by substituting D with B in Eq. 2.24. After
performing the delay compensation on each baseline signal, the signals are
averaged together in time and frequency and then stored. Each baseline
produces a fringe interference pattern multiplied by the beam pattern to
form the instrument Point Spread Function (PSF). Interferometers, with
respect to single-dish radio telescopes, can vary the baseline lengths be-
tween antennas by moving them over rail tracks. Larger baselines allow the
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Figure 2.1. A spectacular bird-view of the FAST Radio Telescope in Pingtang
county, China. The telescope observes the radio sky between 70 MHz and 4
GHz with an angular resolution of 4 arcseconds.
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observation of compact structures, while smaller baselines, the observation
of extended sources. To understand how an interferometric measurement
is made, let us consider a set of two antennas and an emitting source so far
away from the two antennas that the emitted waves can be approximated
as planar. The electric signal received by the antennas at the frequency ⌫
are, respectively:

E1(t) = E0(t, x̂)exp
h
2⇡i(t⌫ + ~x · ~k)

i
(2.25)

E2(t) = E0(t, x̂)exp
h
2⇡i(t⌫ + (~x��~x) · ~k)

i
(2.26)

where ~x is the source position, �~x is the difference in path length between
the two antennas, and ~k is the wave vector which is equal for both the
antennas given the planar approximation of the wavefront. Since the whole
field of view of the antennas contributes to the collected signal, we can
integrate over all directions x̂ = ~x/|~x|

E1(t) =

Z
d2x̂E0(tmx̂)exp


2⇡i(t⌫ + ~x · x̂

�
)

�
(2.27)

E2(t) =

Z
d2x̂E0(tmx̂)exp


2⇡i(t⌫ + (~x��~x) · x̂

�
)

�
(2.28)

The two signals are then correlated by averaging their product. The
resulting quantity is usually called the visibility pair W12

W12 =
1

T

Z
dt ¯E1(t)E2(t) (2.29)

where the bar indicates that we have taken the complex conjugate of the
vector. If we assume that the incoming radiation is uncorrelated (which
is true for all astronomical sources), then we can simplify the integral as
follows:

W12 =
1

T

Z
dt ¯E1(t)E2(t) ' �(x̂� ŷ)|E0(x̂)|2 (2.30)

The correlated signal can, then, be written in the form

W (~u) =

Z
I(x̂)exp[2⇡i~u · x̂]d2x̂ (2.31)
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Figure 2.2. The Atacama Large Millimeter / submillimeter Array (ALMA)
(Chile) (image courtesy of the European Southern Observatory (ESO))

where ~u = �x
� is the displacement vector between the two antennas divided

by the observing wavelength, and I(x̂) = |E0(x̂)|2 is the intensity of the
sky. Equation 2.31 is known as the radio interferometry measurement
equation and the space on which the visibilities are defined, it is called the
visibility space.

The equation resembles a spherical Fourier transforms, and we already
know from Sec. 2.1 that inverting it implies the resolution of an IFK. Given
that the intensities are only measured at the Fourier-like vectors ~u which
corresponds to the antenna’s displacements, the visibility space is only
partially sampled. Moreover, the dirty beam is not compact in the image
space and thus solving this equation constitutes an ill-posed deconvolution
problem. In order to solve this problem, in practice, a way of filling the
visibility space must be found. The main difference between an interfer-
ometer and a single-dish detector is that in the latter case the visibility
space is continuous and not discrete. Since the dishes cannot take arbi-
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trarily close positions, there are usually "gaps" in various positions of the
visibility space which are partially filled by changing the configuration of
the array and by utilising the rotation of the Earth to sweep a higher frac-
tion of the visibility space. One could be content with not trying to invert
Eq. 2.31, but the problem is that interferometers do not directly produce
images of the sky but instead they measure the brightness distribution or
intensity of the sky at a given frequency I⌫ for a given angular resolution in
Fourier space (visibilities), and an image can be obtained after performing
a Fourier transform on the sampled visibilities.

In the case that all baselines can be reduced to a plane, the u, v plane,
then the theory of aperture synthesis (see the convolution theorem in
Sec. 2.1) states that the map obtained by taking the Fourier transform
of the measured visibilities W (u, v) is proportional to the convolution of
the true brightness distribution Tb (convolved with the primary beam of
the P antennas configuration) and the synthetized beam G:

P (l,m) ⇤ T (l,m) ⇤G(l,m) _
Z Z

W (u, v)g(u, v)e2⇡i(ul+vm)dudv (2.32)

where l and m are the sky coordinates in the image plane (directional
cosines with respect to the u and v axes) and g(u, v) is the function used
to weight the complex measured visibilities W (u, v). u and v are usually
expressed in wavelenghts. We call synthesized beam or dirty beam the
normalized Fourier transform of this weighting function

G(l,m) = Cn

Z Z
g(u, v)e2⇡i(ul+vm)dudv (2.33)

where Cn is a suitable normalization function. Even if we assume, that
all visibilities lie on a plane, in order to calculate the Fourier integral in
Eq. 2.2 the product W ⇥ g must be known for all baselines. However, due
to the gaps in the visibility space, the correlation function W (u, v) is only
known for the positions at which it has been measured. A simple way to
fill the gaps is to set, for all positions in which W is not measured, g = 0.
This weighting scheme, however, leads to the creation of spurious patterns
in the produced image. The image resulting from the Fourier inversion
is called the principal solution or dirty map, i.e. a member of an infinite
family of possible solutions which all are in agreement with the measure-
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ments. The sidelobes cause oscillations in the principal solution around
strong sources and sharp edges which make recognising weak features in
the image a very difficult task. The dirty image or dirty map is thus the
convolution of the true sky brightness distribution with the instrument
PSF or dirty beam and for the aforementioned reasons it is not usable for
scientific purposes (i.e. to study the properties of the astrophysical sources
within it) and a series of steps are applied to the image in order to remove
as much as possible the instrumental response. Several algorithms have
been developed over the years to solve this ill-posed interferometric decon-
volution problem, i.e. to recover the true sky distribution from the dirty
map. To reduce the effect of sidelobes and high-frequency noise, one could
think of convolving this map with a suitable smoothing function such as a
Gaussian. Unfortunately, filtering cuts high-frequency components making
faint features (or faint sources) detection in the image more difficult if not
plainly impossible. Furthermore, given that convolution is a linear opera-
tion, it cannot generate nonzero values at unmeasured spatial frequencies,
nor can extrapolate into noise-contaminated regions of the visibility space.
For these reasons, the community has developed several nonlinear meth-
ods which use prior information about the data to fill the gaps in the
visibility plane with non-zero values. Solving the linear system of equa-
tions

�!
V = [F ][Sdd]

�!
T where

�!
V are the calibrated visibilities, F represent

a 2D Fourier transform, Sdd represents a 2D spatial frequency sampling
function that can include direction dependent instrumental effects such as
the primary beam, and

�!
( T ) are a list of parameters that model the sky

brightness (for example the image pixels), given the ill-posedness of the
problem, forces the algorithms to be iterative, which necessarily involves
repeated passages between the image and Fourier space. In fact, in order
to constraint solutions, whatever reconstruction is obtained in the image
domain, can be transformed back into the Fourier domain to measure
the agreement with the observations through a single constraint statistical
metric (usually chi-squared). Through the minimisation of this metric,
the optimal solution may be found. Iterations begin with an initial guess
for the image model, each major cycle consists of the prediction of model
visibilities, the calculation of residual visibilities and the construction of a
residual image. This residual image contains the effects of the incomplete
sampling of the spatial-frequency plane but is otherwise normalized to the



22 Chapter 2. Inverse Problems in Astrophysics

correct sky flux units. The minor cycle is to iteratively build up a model
of the true sky by separating it from the point spread function. This step
is also called deconvolution and it is equivalent to the process of solving
the normal equations as part of a least squares solution [42]. Different
reconstruction algorithms can operate as minor cycle iterations, allowing
for flexibility in (for example) how the sky brightness is parameterised.

2.3 Source Detection and Deconvolution Algorithms

in Radio Astronomy

The detection of sources in Astronomical images, i.e. the task of sep-
arating pixels belonging to the sources from those belonging to the back-
ground (a task also known as image segmentation), is a crucial step for
the extraction of scientific results from astronomical observations and it
is one of the obligatory steps for the measurement of their properties.
While the task of separating luminous spots from a much darker and noisy
background may seem trivial with respect to other problems in computer
vision, reality shows that it is not simple at all. Astronomical objects have
not clearly defined boundaries since: their surface brightness steeply de-
creases outwards and quickly become fainter than the noisy background
(hence the signal is heavily contaminated), their size and intensity may
vary greatly resulting in an image with a large dynamic range (the ratio
between the brightest and dimmest pixels within the image) and a large
spatial dynamic range (the ratio between the largest and the smallest de-
tectable structure in the image). Given the ever-growing size and rate of
data coming from astronomical instruments, the astronomical community
has devoted much time to the development of automatic source detection
algorithms. These usually employ knowledge about the data and a likeli-
hood or loss function to measure the probability that the predicted model
of the underlying emission has produced the detected image. Once this
is set, and the non-negativity of the emission is imposed, the problem is
reformulated as a classical Least Squares problem and the general solution
is found through gradient descent. Classical source detection algorithms
in Astronomy can be broadly categorised into three main categories:
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2.3.1 The Bayesian approach

Algorithms that fall under the Bayesian approach are based on the
framework of Information Field Theory [45] and employ Bayesian inference
where a set of observations is used to update the probability that the
models representing them are true. In other words, it tries to estimate
the values of a set of parameters ✓ in some reasonable model of the data
b, which in our case are images. To make this estimation, the likelihood
i.e. an expression of the probability that any given model may provide the
observed data under a certain parametric configuration is considered. Also,
it needs to impose a prior probability on the parameters based on some
(prior) knowledge about their values. The approach itself then consists in
constructing the conditional probability density function:

p(✓|I) = p(I|✓)p(✓)
P (I)

(2.34)

which gives the posterior distribution p(✓|I) in terms of the likelihood
p(I|✓), the prior p(✓) and the evidence p(I). The evidence is usually set to
a constant parameter which results in an un-normalised posterior distribu-
tion. The maximum a posteriori Maximum A Posteriori (MAP) method,
searches for the best solution by maximising the likelihood so that, under
the assumed statistical model, the observed data is most probable. In prac-
tice, the likelihood is often based on exponential models which account for
the signal and the noise model (Gaussian, Poisson, etc.). Known examples
of this kind of algorithm are [53, 80];

2.3.2 The Matched Filtering and Thresholding approach

Algorithms that fall under this approach use convolving kernels to
highlight sources and suppress background fluctuation and noise. Mod-
ern implementations of such algorithms usually smooth the data with sev-
eral kernels with variegated shapes and resolutions and after employing
a threshold, based on the dynamic range of the convolved image, select
source pixels. A known and widely used algorithm in Radio Interferome-
try which utilises this approach is Sofia [135] which is a state-of-the-art
flexible line finding algorithm capable of detecting and parameterising HI
sources within 3D radio data cubes. It uses the Smooth and Clip algorithm
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Smooth and Clip (S + C), to detect meaningful emission in the cube by
convolving it with 3D kernels specified by the user at multiple angular and
velocity resolutions. At each resolution, voxels are detected if their abso-
lute value is above a threshold given by the user (in noise units). The final
mask is the union of the masks constructed at various resolutions. The
algorithm was updated and renamed Sofia-2 [159], rewritten in the C
programming language while making use of OpenMP for multi-threading
of the most time-critical algorithms. Sofia-2 is substantially faster and
comes with a much-reduced memory footprint compared to its predeces-
sor. Another widely used algorithm is BlobCat[57] which employs the
flood fill algorithm to detect and catalogue islands of pixels representing
sources in 2D astronomical images. The algorithm determines the Root
Mean Squared Root Mean Square (RMS) noise at each spatial pixel in an
image by extracting the distribution of pixel values within a local mesh,
iteratively clipping the most deviant values until convergence is reached
at 3� about the median. The choice of mesh size (in pixels) is critical for
successful source retrieval and thus it is a parameter that the user needs to
fine-tune. If it is too small, the local RMS estimate may be biased due to
the lack of statistically independent measurements or overestimated due
to the presence of real sources. If it is too large, any true small-scale vari-
ations in local RMS noise may be washed out. The RMS of the noise is
utilised to create a signal-to-noise rate (SNR) map of the image and two
threshold values: detection (Td) and cut (Tf ), are used to decide which
peaks in the image are good candidates for blobs and where to cut the
blobs boundaries around them (in other words: pixels with an SNR higher
than Tf are selected to form islands and island boundaries are defined by
Td);

2.3.3 Compressed Sensing and the Multi Scale Approach

A signal, considered as a vector in RN, is sparse if most of its entries
are equal to zero. If the number of zero entries is k with k << N , then the
signal is said to be k-sparse. In the case where only a selected few entries
to have large values and the rest is close to zero, the signal is said to
be weakly sparse or compressible. Generally, signals are not compressible
but can be made so by suitable transformations. For example, the Fourier
transform of a sinusoidal signal is certainly 1-sparse in the Fourier domain,
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but it is not sparse at all in the time domain. If a signal is sparse, then it
can be represented as a linear expansion

X =  ↵ =
TX

i=0

 i↵[i] (2.35)

where ↵[i] are the coefficients of X,  is the dictionary, and  i are the
atoms of the dictionary, i.e. the elementary waveforms in which the signal
is decomposed. When no constrain on the dictionary or the coefficients are
set, the problem amounts to computing the singular value decomposition
of X or, equivalently, the diagonalisation of the variance matrix of X. As
we have seen (see Sec. 2.1), this route is most of the time unfeasible,
and the problem may be simplified by adding priors or constraints on the
dictionary  [100], on the coefficients ↵ or on both. For example, an l0 or l1
norm penalty on the coefficients yields a sparse representation of the data.
Techniques that employ sparsity are based on the concept that the optimal
dictionary is the one in which the function has the sparsest representation,
and Compressed Sensing is a framework of techniques that search for that
solution. In practice, the dictionary is a N ⇥ T matrix whose columns are
the normalised coefficient vectors. For example, these could be normalised
to a unit l2-norm, i.e.

8i 2 [1, T ], k �i k22=
NX

n=1

|�i[n]|2 = 1 (2.36)

One could try and use a huge over-complete dictionary (T >> N)
but this would lead to prohibitive computational times for calculating the
coefficients. A balance thus must be struck between the complexity of the
dictionary (size of the dictionary) and computational times. In a more
general treatment, we can define for a vector X his lp-norm as |X|pp =P

i |xi|p for p > 0, and by setting p = 0 we get the l0 pseudo norm which
counts the number of non-zero entries in the vector X. A l0 regularised
problem amounts to the minimisation of

↵̃ 2 argmin↵ k Y �H ↵ k22 +� k ↵ k0 (2.37)

where � is the regularization parameter. Regardless of the imposed con-
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straints, Eq. 2.37 is a known NP-complete problem [139], but can be
relaxed by substituting the l0-norm with an l1-norm and thus reformulat-
ing the minimisation problem as

↵̃ 2 argmin↵ k Y �H ↵ k22 +� k ↵ k1 (2.38)

This latter problem can be solved under appropriate transformations and
usually, for many  it is shift-invariant (a set of convolutions). Unfortu-
nately, the resolution of the problem with this formulation does not admit a
closed-form solution and, therefore as already explained, it must be solved
iteratively. Closely related to this problem is that of reducing dimension-
ality [116] of data with minimal information loss which is important for
feature extraction, compact coding and computational efficiency, to elim-
inate redundancies and enforce constraints. Given the interest in finding
methods capable of solving the inverse problem, other constraints have
been imposed and the resulting techniques usually take their name from
them: sparse Principal Component Analysis Principal Component Analy-
sis (PCA) [39] when the sparsity constraint is also imposed on the dictio-
nary and not only the coefficients; independent component analysis (ICA
[74]) when the statistical Independence between the coefficients is imposed;
non-negative matrix factorization (NMF [88]) when a positivity constraint
is imposed on both the coefficients and the dictionary. The third approach
to dictionary learning more similar to that of ML, is that of Wasserstein
dictionary learning [134] Wasserstein Dictionary Learning (WDL) in the
sense that it generates a database of dictionaries  and a set of associated
weights to those dictionaries ⇤. A set of Wasserstein barycenters are gener-
ated and an operator P is set to approximate X as P ( ,⇤). The operator
maps the atoms of the dictionaries and their weights to the barycenters
and the optimal solution is found by searching for minima in a nonconvex
energy function. This is achieved by performing automatic differentiation
on the iterative scheme used to compute the barycenters so that gradients
with respect to both the dictionary atoms and the weights can be obtained.
Weights and dictionaries can be then updated through a quasi-Newtonian
solver.
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The Starlet Transform and the Multi-Vision Model

Astronomical data generally have a complex hierarchical structure, and
for this reason, a more suitable way to represent it is in the multi-scale
space. Thus, images are decomposed into components at different scales
(different spatial frequencies), and objects become highlighted in some
scales. Depending on the nature of the sources, they may appear in several
scales, and closer to low or high-frequency scales. Once the decomposition
is complete, a basic detection algorithm can be applied to the different
scales, as if they were single-scale images. The Starlet wavelet transform
[143] decomposes an image into a set of coefficients as a superimposition:

c0[k, l] = cj [k, l] +
JX

j=1

wj [k, l] (2.39)

where c0 is the original image, cj is a smoothed version of the original
image and wj capture details of the image at spatial scales of 2�j . Thus
the algorithm outputs J + 1 coefficient maps for each input image. The
decomposition is achieved using a filter bank (h2D, g2D = ��h2D, ˜h2D = �,
˜g2D = �) where h2D is the tensor product of two 1D filters. The passage

from one resolution to the next is obtained using the "a trous" (with holes)
algorithm [143]

cj+1[k, l] =
X

m

X

n

h1D[m]h1D[n]cj [k + 2jm, l + 2jn] (2.40)

wj+1[k, l] = cj [k, l]� cj+1[k, l] (2.41)

B3-spline is chosen for the scaling function. The algorithm goes as follows:

1. initialize j to 0 and be k the number of pixels belonging to the signal;

2. carry out a discrete convolution of the data cj,k using a filter h. The
distance between the central pixel and the adjacent ones in 2j ;

3. after this smoothing, the discrete wavelet transform is obtained from
the difference cj,k � cj+1,k;

4. if j is less then the maximum number of resolutions J , the algorithm
increments j and goes back to step 2;
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5. the set W = w1, ....wJ , cJ represents the wavelet transform of the
data.

Using sparse modelling, we can consider the observed signal X as a linear
combination of a few atoms of the wavelet dictionary  = [ 1, ....., T ]
from which different filter banks or kernels can be created. By modelling
the deconvolution (or source detection) problem 2.23 as follows

Y = HX +N = H ↵+N (2.42)

where ↵ = w1, ...., wJ , cJ , we can define the multi-resolution support of the
input image by the following condition

Mj [k, l] =

(
1, if wj [k, l] > K�j .

0, otherwise.
(2.43)

where k�j is a given detection limit usually estimated through noise mod-
elling. The Multi Vision Model describes an object as a hierarchical set
of structures. In fact, at each scale of the multi-resolution support, a set
of significant connected wavelet coefficients form structures which can be
isolated through a clump find algorithm. At each scale, we can define a
structure Sj,k as the set of significant connected wavelet coefficients at scale
j, and an object as a set of connected structures. In fact, by checking if the
pixels belonging to different structures at different scales have significant
overlap (they share common pixels), a link between two structures can be
formed if their overlap is higher than a given threshold. The co-addition
of all the reconstructed objects is a filtered version of the input data. If we
denote with ↵i the set of wavelet coefficients belonging to a given object
in the image, it is clear that they are a subset of the full set of coefficients
↵̃i of the wavelet transform of Xi, ↵̃i = WXi. Given that it is possible
that not all coefficients belonging to Xi have been detected, the image
reconstruction problem consists in searching for the image Xi such that its
wavelet transform reproduces the observed coefficients ↵i. If we set W as
the wavelet transform operator, and Pw as the projection operator in the
subspace of the detected coefficients (i.e. the thresholding operator that
let us select and preserve relevant connected coefficients and set to zero
all the rest), the solution of this problem can be found in the least square
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Figure 2.3. Illustration of the Multi Vision Model linking process between
detected objects at several coefficient scales. Links (dotted lines) are created
if the spatial overlap is registered between objects.
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fashion by setting a positive constrain on the solution

min
Xi

||↵i � Pw(WHXi)||2 (2.44)

In particular, this can be solved with the Van Citter method [142] which
leads to the following iterative scheme:

X(n+1)
i = Xn

i +R
⇣
↵i � Pw(WHX(n)

i )) (2.45)

where R is the inverse wavelet transform.

1. set n = 0;

2. find the initial estimation X(n)
i by applying an inverse wavelet trans-

form to the set ↵i corresponding to the detected wavelet coefficients
in the data;

3. convolve X(n)
i with the PSF H : Y (n)

i = HX(n)
i ;

4. determine the wavelet transform ↵(Y
(n)
i

) or Y (n)
i ;

5. threshold all wavelet coefficients in ↵(Y
(n)
i

) at positions and scales

where nothing has been detected (Pw). We get ↵(Y
(n)
i

)
t ;

6. determine the residuals ↵r = ↵i � ↵t;

7. reconstruct the residual image R(n) by applying an inverse wavelet
transform.;

8. add the residual to the solution X(n+1)
i = X(n)

i +R(n);

9. threshold negative values in X(n+1)
i ;

10. if �(R(n))/�(X(0)
i ) < ✏, then n = n+ 1 and go to step 3;

11. X(n+1)
i contains the deconvolved reconstructed objects.
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2.3.4 CLEAN

In 1973, Hogbom [70] developed the CLEAN algorithm, a procedure to
solve the deconvolution problem, and since then, for more than 40 years,
through constant updates, it has been the standard data cleaning proce-
dure for most radio interferometers. The algorithm is an iterative proce-
dure that operates in the image plane using the known information about
the dirty beam, to separate real structures (the underlying astrophysical
signal) from spurious structures created by the interferometer and noise
(sidelobes and artefacts). There are several variants of the CLEAN al-
gorithm, some operate with delta functions, others with multi-scale sky
models, but all parametrise the sky brightness in a sparse basis. The dirty
beam described before contains both positive and negative sidelobes. These
areas of negative values cannot be real brightness distributions given that
real brightness distributions must be positive definite and thus the differ-
ence between the observed map and the true sky brightness can be reduced
by substituting the negative pixels with zeros. The Fourier Transform of
the resulting map will no longer agree with the known values of W mea-
sured at the baseline but the agreement can be restored by adding Fourier
components that make up for the difference. This operation will produce
new areas of negative intensities which can be processed in the same way
until no change is perceived between one iteration and the next. In order
to understand the main working principle of CLEAN, let’s assume the very
simple example of an ideal noiseless observation of a point source situated
in the centre of the beam. An empty sky image could be obtained by sub-
tracting from the image the dirty beam scaled for the measured amplitude
at the centre of the beam. The convolution of the obtained empty sky
map with a clean beam, i.e. an ideal dirty beam without the presence of
sidelobes, should provide an image which should be equal to that obtained
by applying the inverse Fourier transform to a completely covered visibility
space. In order to restrict the number of solutions, the algorithm makes
the assumption that any significant correlation (higher than the set noise
threshold) between the dirty map (DM) and the dirty beam (DB) will be
caused by a source or source component at the position of the maximum
correlation. And the convolution function is given by the convolution of
the dirty beam with the dirty image. It follows from the convolution the-
orem that
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DM
FT ��WgDB

FT �� gDM ⇤DB
FT ��Wg2 (2.46)

If we have set g = 1 at all measured baselines and zero elsewhere then,
given the complex nature of the visibilities, Wg2 will be equal to Wg and
thus DM ⇤DB must be equal to DM and thus the dirty map is by itself
the correlation functions. By searching for maxima within the dirty map,
sources can be detected. CLEAN starts by making a full analysis of the
map and assumes that all meaningful peaks in the image must be positive.
Negative peaks are used to gauge the noise level in the image. At each
iteration, the algorithm searches for the maximum positive peak in the
image and subtracts from it a fraction of the dirty beam at the location
of the peak. The resulting image is called the residual map, which in
the most optimal outcome should contain only background emission. The
algorithm jointly fills another image (called the CLEAN component map)
with the clean components, i.e. delta functions located at the position of
the detected peaks. The algorithm stops when no more peaks pass the
noise threshold criterion or when the maximum number of iterations is
reached. The CLEAN component map is then convolved with the CLEAN
beam and added to the residual map to form the restored image. Over
the years many improvements have been made to the CLEAN algorithm
to improve its speed, reliability and accuracy of the source characteristic
measured from the restored image. Clark [32] published an updated version
of Hogborn’s algorithm, with two main differences from the predecessor: it
performs residual updates only on a small patch of the PSF (an operation
that speeds up the minor cycle but may introduce aliasing errors; it controls
aliasing errors by transitioning to the major cycle when the peak residual
reaches the level of the highest sidelobe for the strongest feature.

One of the latest versions of CLEAN is the Multi-Scale Multi-Frequency
Synthesis (MS-MFS) [34] algorithm which is an algorithm that models the
sky distribution as a collection of inverted, tapered paraboloids of different
scales and sizes and whose amplitude follows a polynomial in frequency.
A linear-least squares approach is used along with the standard clean-
type iterations to best fit spectral and spatial parameters. It accounts for
extended source characteristics at multiple spatial frequencies within the
image. To conclude, the CLEAN algorithm is an L1-norm basis-pursuit
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method and this means that in a crowded field of point sources, especially
with a PSF with high sidelobes, the algorithm is more error-prone in the
low SNR regime.

2.3.5 CLEAN Limitations

So far in our discussion, we have only talked about images, but as
previously stated, radio interferometers can be used to detect signals over
a wide range of frequencies. When an interferometer is pointed towards
a sky sources source, it usually makes observations at several contiguous
frequencies (frequency channels). The step in frequency that separates one
image from the next is dictated by the frequency resolution (or sensitivity)
of the interferometer. The resulting data product is thus a cube charac-
terized by two spatial axes and a frequency axis. Because radio sources
usually emit at several wavelengths in the radio regime, their signals in the
cube show correlation in both the frequency and spatial domain. CLEAN

was developed to work on images and thus does not take into consideration
correlations along the frequency axis. Without leveraging the correlation
in frequency, the algorithm has no mean of separating a source (peak in
the image) from a particularly high noise spike (which should not show a
correlation in frequency) and, even more problematic, the cleaning process
makes the separation in the restored image even more difficult, given that
a noise peak, if mistaken for a source, would be deconvolved several times
with the instrumental PSF and the recovered delta function would be con-
volved with the clean beam (i.e. a Gaussian approximation of the PSF)
thus producing a structure morphologically similar to the actual sources
that underwent the same iterative deconvolution process. Another issue
with the usage of CLEAN on data cubes is its speed which is affected by
the fact that each image (slice of the cube) is processed independently and
no information about previous slides is used.

2.4 An introduction to Astrometry and the TOLI-

MAN Deconvolution problem

Among the many questions that Astronomy seeks to answer, like many
hard sciences, it also tries to answer our deepest questions. Where did it
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all begin and how is it going to end? Are we alone in the Universe? Is
there life beyond our biosphere – or conversely is Earth and our planetary
system in some way unique? Such inquiries have given rise to the fields
of astrobiology and exoplanetary research. Despite our long-term commit-
ment to exploring these questions, the development of instruments capable
of detecting planets around distant stars has proven to be one of the most
challenging astronomical quests [87]. The first exoplanet orbiting a Sun-
like star was detected through small deviations caused in radial velocity
measurements of its host [104], a pioneering work that was subsequently
awarded the 2019 Nobel Prize in Physics. A little more than twenty years
later, there are more than 4000 confirmed exoplanets1. The celestial gar-
den is therefore a fertile ground for discovery, and the synergy between new
astronomical missions and modern statistical and machine-learning tech-
niques promises an exceptionally bright future for this rapidly expanding
field. Discovery and characterisation of exoplanets are particularly suited
to combinations of approaches that can push the boundaries in both the
acquisition of exceptionally clean, low-noise data, as well as the ability to
sift large volumes of observations in order to extract subtle signals that are
often submerged under orders of magnitude of statistical and systematic
noise. Every technology in this area has to face these problems because,
on a cosmic scale, exoplanets are almost completely negligible. They con-
tribute only infinitesimally to the mass or energy budget of galaxies. Even
in our own solar system, major gas-giant planets such as Neptune and
Uranus evaded detection until the advent of the modern telescope; the
challenge of discovery at light-year distance scales can seem forbidding.
The most successful techniques to reveal exoplanets are indirect in that
they do not witness signals from the planet itself, but rather the planet’s
influence on its host star. One is the transit method which witnesses a dip
in starlight as the planet traverses the observer’s line of sight to the star.
An alternative method is through measurements of radial velocity, which
records to-and-from perturbations in the velocity of the star, as it is per-
turbed by the gravitational field of the planet. The TOLIMAN (Telescope
for Orbital Locus Interferometric Monitoring of our Astrometric Neigh-
bourhood) [152] program was motivated by the realisation that neither of
these methods are suited to answer a fundamental question: are there any

1http://exoplanet.eu/catalog/
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potentially habitable exoplanets around the Sun’s nearest neighbour twin
system – ↵ Centauri AB? Unfortunately, the transits require an alignment,
a very rare event, while radial velocity can find massive gas-giant planets,
but not small rocky exo-Earths in the habitable zone of the system. A
very promising alternative method is the most traditional branch of As-
trometry: the study of deviations in the position of the star in the plane
of the celestial sphere that, in this case, are imposed by the motion of the
star and the exoplanet around a common centre of mass. Like all signals
in this domain of science, the deviations in position are very small, of the
order of one micro-arcsecond. To give a sense of scale, for an observer
on Earth, this is the angle subtended by a coin held edge-on (⇠ 2mm)
while standing on the moon. For the specific case we are interested in,
the situation is even more interesting. ↵ Centauri is a binary star system,
with two stars (A and B) orbiting around each other. If their motion could
be monitored, for example by taking a series of images at different epochs
(or time stamps), one would see the distance between the centres of the
stars changing as their orbit evolves. After one orbital period, this pattern
would repeat - thus, by observing the separation between the stars dur-
ing some time one would detect a periodic signal. Given the interactions
between orbital bodies in a gravitational bound system such as a solar sys-
tem, the presence of any significant orbital bodies apart from the two stars
would have an effect on their relative motion. For example, the expected
signal would be slightly different if one considers the presence or absence
of an Earth-like planet as adjoint elements in this system – and that is
the type of perturbation which the TOLIMAN mission aims at measuring.
One can imagine that at such scales even the smallest deviations in the
position of the satellite or thermal effects in its structure and instruments
are enough to build up noise in each image, which is orders of magnitude
higher than the signal. This makes the problem a classical ill-posed in-
verse problem where small perturbations in the system can lead to widely
different solutions. TOLIMAN has been designed to implement innovative
optical principles to deliver a robust estimate of this signal, despite the
inevitable presence of many competing random processes and systematic
noise. Details can be found in [152] and in Ssec. 2.4.3 later in this Chap-
ter. A critical component for the success of the mission is the clear ability
to extract periodic signals at the milliarcsecond level from a data stream
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consisting of over a million of images downlinked from the satellite.

2.4.1 Astrometry

Astrometric detection involves precise measurements of stellar positions
and it is widely regarded as the leading concept presently ready to find
Earth-mass planets in temperate orbits around nearby sun-like stars [136,
56, 149, 101]. The principle for detecting a planet using astrometry is the
same as that adopted by the hunters of unseen companions of stars [21]
about two hundred years ago. As a planet orbits the star, the latter is
tugged in a small ellipse around the centre of mass of the system, thus,
by careful measurements of the position of the star over time (either in
a relative or global frame of reference, that must be more stable than
the signal produced by the invisible companion), these tiny displacements
yield a solution for the planet mass and orbit. Unlike other methods, like
those based on transit timing, photometry or radial velocity measurements,
the signal generated by companions increases with planet-star separation,
converse to both radial velocity and transit methods, following the equation
[51]:

S =
m

M

r

d
(2.47)

where m and M are respectively the masses of the planet and the compan-
ion star, r is the semi-major axis of the planet’s orbit and d is the distance
between the observer and the star. From this equation it can be seen that
the amplitude of the intrinsic signal (the amplitude of the periodic angular
wobble on the sky) is inversely proportional to distance, favouring stars in
the immediate neighbourhood of the Sun, and scales with the planet-mass
ratio, covering thus the search for massive planets around relatively small
stars. However, if enough care is taken in the observation stability, sev-
eral valuable targets of potential close stars are worthy of being observed
through astrometric techniques. Despite the potential promise, astrometric
detection for exoplanetary discovery has not yet entered the mainstream.
The angular excursions induced by habitable-zone Earth-analog planets
are small, of the order of one micro-arcsecond even for best-case targets,
such as Alpha-Centauri (which is the second closest star to the Sun).

Ground-based high-precision astrometry campaigns must fight consid-
erable sources of noise, such as the starlight path through the Earth’s tur-
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bulent atmosphere. Long-baseline optical interferometers have historically
delivered precisions better than 100 micro-arcseconds, with a recent resur-
gence of interest prompted by ESO’s GRAVITY instrument [7] with accu-
racy an order of magnitude better, but still not sufficient to detect Earth-
mass planets around nearby stars. Furthermore, the nearest stars to Earth
present a large apparent angular diameter and are correspondingly difficult
to observe on long baselines, since they are over-resolved objects, and thus
present challenges to the interferometric technique, due to low fringe con-
trast. These intrinsic challenges for ground-based astrometric observation
have increased the interest in space-borne missions which exchange the
aforementioned problems with the challenges connected to satellite obser-
vations (inherent instabilities and data transmission constraints). Global,
large space astrometric surveys over wide angles have proved to be ex-
tremely productive delivering fundamental stellar positions, distances and
kinematics with the ESA/HIPPARCOS mission [1], and its ambitious suc-
cessor ESA/Gaia [8, 6], which is now measuring a billion stars with preci-
sions of the order of ⇠ 10µas. Although the Gaia mission is expected to
deliver a rich harvest of gas giant planets [26, 122], in order to detect and
study Earth-like planets in temperate orbits, we need to push detection
thresholds down to levels better than 1µas, something that will require
dedicated new concepts.

Conventional astrometry approaches measure the position of a star,
using a grid of reference nearby objects. This requires relatively large
fields of view since the distance between science targets and sufficiently
bright reference objects is of the order of several arcminutes. However,
maintaining long-term instrumental stability over such large angles is no-
toriously challenging. Several interesting missions have been proposed by
groups in Europe [149], the US [153] and China [27], addressing differ-
ent concepts, which, at least, theoretically, may be capable to solve this
problem with highly stable and continuously monitored spacecraft and
instruments. This poses, however, an additional non-negligible problem:
the instrumental cost scales significantly with the field of view. Thus it
is natural to ask the question if it is possible to obtain micro-arcsecond
level measurements for certain targets, like Alpha-Centauri, using much
narrower fields-of-view, thus avoiding the high costs associated with the
stability of large field-of-view concepts.
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2.4.2 Narrow-Angle Astrometry

Our ability to perform narrow-field astrometric science ultimately rests
on the ability to precisely register the position of the stellar image in
each exposure. This meets a fundamental photon noise limit, even with
a perfectly stable optical apparatus. Typically, any bright nearby star
will provide enough photons so that this theoretical limit is not a major
problem, requiring only minutes or hours of integration with a telescope
of reasonable aperture. However, the critical limit is not set by photons
from the target star but by the absolute stability of the image plane sen-
sor required to perform the measurement; something that can only be
accomplished with continual monitoring and ongoing calibration. For the
practical narrow-field astrometry, registration of the images is performed
by simultaneous monitoring of a constellation of background stars, which
provides instantaneous information about the exact plate scale and further
order deformations. The astrometric detection error budget is therefore
dominated by the accumulation of sufficient counts on these much fainter
reference stars that, for a field of view of several arcminutes, are likely to
be thousands of times fainter than the target star.

The concept underlying the TOLIMAN mission was developed on the
principle that it is possible to entirely sidestep this dilemma for the spe-
cial case of observations of bright binary stars. In fact, if two bright stars
lie close together in the sky, the precise monitoring of their separation
will deliver the key science with negligible photon noise. In particular,
↵ Centauri is almost ideally tailored for a mission exploiting narrow-angle
self-referenced astrometric detection. As our second nearest celestial neigh-
bour system (the closest one being Proxima Cen), Alpha Cen’s pair of stars,
both similar to our Sun, is at the sweet spot for detectability within an
attainable mission duration yielding signals factors of 2–10 times stronger
than the next-best systems. The two habitable zones have wide enough
orbits to have a good probability of yielding good signals, yet not so wide
as to require an extended mission lifetime for detection.

2.4.3 TOLIMAN

The TOLIMAN space telescope [152] is a low-cost mission which aims
to push the boundaries of astrometric measurements in binary star systems
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and to enable the detection of Earth-like planets around ↵ Centauri. The
mission is optimised to search for habitable-zone planets that, for Alpha
Centauri, implies deflections with amplitudes of the order of ⇠ 1µas over
roughly 1-year orbital periods. The detection of such a small astrometric
signal (i.e. angle) has never been achieved before in any field of applied
science.

To accomplish this task with an affordable spacecraft and mission pro-
file is a daunting engineering problem requiring, among other things an
innovative optical and signal encoding architecture. The project, in its
present status, explores and reformulates the idea of a Diffractive Pupil
based optical system. As originally envisaged, a diffractive pupil telescope
would have a set of diffractive features, most simply a regular array of
small opaque dots, embedded in the entrance pupil of the instrument [55].
These must be anchored to some element with extreme mechanical sta-
bility. The features cause starlight to form a pattern whose features are
exactly known and stable so long as the diffractive pupil remains stable.
For bright sources, this simple concept offers a cunning solution to the key
problem that overwhelmingly dominates astrometric error budgets: the
stability of the instrument. When trying to reference stellar positions at
micro-arcsecond scales, a host of small imperfections and mechanical drifts,
warps and creeps of optical surfaces, generate systematic instabilities that
can be orders of magnitude larger than the true signal. Rather than trying
to directly contain all these errors, the Diffractive Pupil approach sidesteps
them. It creates a new ruler (or system of reference) of patterned starlight
against which to register positions in the image plane. The cleverness of
this approach is that the diffractive grid of starlight suffers identical dis-
tortions and aberrations to the signal that is measured. Therefore, drifts
in the optical system cause identical displacements of both the object and
the ruler used to measure it, thus making the data immune to a large class
of errors that encompasses other precision relative astrometry approaches.
The opaque dots pupil proposed by [55] results in a diffraction pattern
where the image plane is populated by a regular grid of sidelobe images
diffracted from the bright target star. However, when considering broad-
band (i.e. non monochromatic) illumination, bandwidth smearing of the
starlight will draw each sidelobe into a narrow radial streak or ray. The
signal recovery proceeds by registering the location of these rays against
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the background field stars. Because the diffractive ruler takes the form
of long narrow radial rays, positional information recovered must be in
the orthogonal ordinate. Therefore, the primary observable consists of the
recovery of azimuthal positions of (a rich field of) background stars reg-
istered against the nearest diffraction rays. For the TOLIMAN mission,
the diffractive pupil formulation described above has two fatal flaws: (1) it
relies on background field stars and (2) with its radially smeared ruler it is
unable to yield precision measurement of the separation of any binary star.
To summarise, without using diffractive pupils, the observation of only a
single pair of stars, as is the case of Alpha-Centauri, would require radial
information measurements or other stars in the field to detect an orbiting
planet. Instead, TOLIMAN proposes a novel form of diffractive ruler which
generates fine-featured patterns capable of spanning the required separa-
tions between the components of a binary star system. The TOLIMAN
pupil is capable of creating patterns, uniformly filled in the image plane,
with a sharp structure extending in the radial direction. The pattern is
characterised by features that have the highest gradient energy and that
occupy the minimum span in dynamic range thus optimising our ability
to accurately register the resulting pattern and fitting algorithms rely on
regions where the image has the strongest slopes or sharp edges. The latter
condition is required to spread the starlight preventing saturation of the
detector, and spanning the separation of the binary with diffractive fea-
tures so as to enable the diffractive pupil methodology. Figure 2.4 shows
the TOLIMAN diffractive pattern that fills the entire diffractive region, in-
cluding the core, with sharp structure thus creating clear gradients in the
image plane and optimise the ability to precisely register the astrometric
signal.
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Figure 2.4. Left Panel: a conceptual design pupil for the TOLIMAN mission,
with white/black regions indicating discrete phase steps of 0/⇡. Right Panel:
the monochromatic PSF generated yields a complex and strongly featured
pattern extending from the core, uniformly filling the region with sharp fringes.





Chapter 3
Deep Learning and its

application in Astrophysics

I’m sorry, Dave, I’m afraid I can’t
do that

HAL9000, 2001: a Space Odyssey

3.1 Machine Learning

Research on Artificial intelligence Artificial Intelligence (AI) began in
the 1950s when the pioneers of computer science started wondering whether
computers could be able to "think", a topic which is still of the utmost
importance today. Today AI research covers a wide range of disciplines
and it has been subjected to an enormous amount of scrutiny, confusion
and faithful excitement [50]. The quest to truly reproduce and automate
higher intellectual functions characteristic of the human brain within com-
puter programs in order to let them solve problems by themselves has
been the central position in the field. This resulted in the birth of machine
learning and symbolic AI and, more recently, Deep learning. Symbolic
AI was the dominant paradigm between the 1950s and the 1980s when
scientists thought that human-level AI could be achieved by constraining
programs with large sets of rules. While this approach provided solutions
to well-defined logical problems, it failed in solving more complex ill-posed
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problems such as speech recognition, language translation, image classifica-
tion and so on. Thus a new paradigm emerged from a very simple question:
what if instead of giving rules to a program in order to receive an answer
to a problem given the data, we give the program the question and its
answer, and let it choose its own rules to find the correct answer? This
question led to the inversion of the Symbolic AI paradigm: humans create
the rules, and the program applies them, humans provide the answers and
the program finds the rules. This latter approach has a practical and philo-
sophical advantage over its predecessor which led to its widespread success:
it relies way less on the human understanding of the decision process in-
volved in the resolution of the problem or in other words, it requires way
less knowledge of the true mathematical model which governs the processes
involved in the problem. A characteristic of ML models, thus, is that they
are trained or, in other words, presented with a large number of instances
related to the task, in order for them to develop rules based on the sta-
tistical structures within the examples. The main categories that machine
learning techniques fall into are Supervised and Unsupervised learning. In
supervised learning, the answers to the problem at hand (labels in case of
classifications, parameter values in case of regression) are provided with
the training data. Unsupervised learning does not involve the use of labels,
so the algorithm has to infer structures using the data only. In this Thesis,
I have studied and implemented both types.

3.1.1 Artificial Neural Networks

Artificial Neural Networks Artificial Neural Network (ANN) are a class
of ML models which can be used to approximate any nonlinear functional
relationship between a set of inputs and outputs [38]. Each layer of a
neural network transforms a vector of inputs x 2 RN as follows:L

y = f(Wx + b) (3.1)

where W 2 R(N⇥K) is a matrix of weights, b 2 RK is a bias term, and
the nonlinear activation function f : R ! R is applied component-wise.
The bias term shifts the baseline activation function input away from zero,
providing richer behaviour for modelling the functional relationship be-
tween the input and output variables. In networks with multiple layers,
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the output of each layer is connected to the input of the following one,

ˆyl+1 = fl+1(Wlhl + bl) = fl+1(Wlfl(...(f1(W0x+ b0) + bl) (3.2)

where hl is the hidden layer or feature vector of layer l. The input is
processed through all the layers until it reaches the output of the network
ŷ. A network constituted by multiple layers stacked one after the other
is commonly known as Multi Layer Perceptron. The parameters (weights
and biases) of the network are selected to minimize a loss function, such as
a mean square error, summarizing the difference between the network out-
put and a desired or observed target value y. Stochastic gradient descent
Stochastic Gradient Descent (SGD) is a common optimization process for
neural networks: at each stage of training, the network parameters are
updated by a small vector proportional to the gradient of the loss function
with respect to those parameters. This is straightforward for the output
layer; weights and biases in overlying layers can be efficiently calculated
through successive applications of the chain rule for derivatives, in a pro-
cess called backpropagation. The use of derivative information for efficient
network training requires that the loss function be smooth.

3.1.2 Deep Learning

Convolutional Neural Networks Convolutional Neural Network (CNN)
differ from fully connected neural nets only in that their architecture ex-
ploits the localized structure of images to reduce the number of network
parameters needed. Instead of connecting each neuron in a layer to every
other neuron in the next layer, the connection structure of CNN layers is
sparse, and parameters are shared across a layer to enforce the translation
invariance of features extracted on each scale across the image. Five types
of layers are typically used: Convolutional Layers, Pooling Layers, Nor-
malization Layers, Drop Out Layers and Fully-Connected Layers. In the
following, we will analyse in detail their functioning and inner workings.

Convolutional Layer

The Convolutional Layer is the most computationally intensive part
of a CNN architecture; its parameters consist of a set of learnable filters.
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Every filter, also known as a kernel, is spatially small (usual sizes are 3⇥3,
5 ⇥ 5 and so on, where three and five are sizes in the number of pixels),
but includes weights for each channel of its input. For the first layer, these
channels are the data channels (for example R, G, and B in a three-channel
image). In subsequent layers, each channel corresponds to the output of
a single kernel from the previous layer. During the forward pass, each
kernel slides across the spatial dimensions of the input, computing the dot
product between itself and the part of the input volume that it encompasses
(convolution). As the kernel slides, it produces a bi-dimensional activation
map that encodes the responses of the kernel at every spatial position. The
content of the activation map at each location is a direct response to some
visual feature present in the image to which the kernel is sensitive, such as
an edge or a colour. Each convolutional layer employs multiple different
filters, producing a set of activation maps that are stacked along the depth
to produce a multi-channel output. Due to the limited size of the filters,
neurons are not connected to the full extent of the input volume but only
to a small region (the receptive field). The connections are thus local in
space (width and height of the input), but are always fully connected in-
depth (i.e. across learned/extracted features).

The structure of the output volume of a convolutional layer is controlled
by three hyper-parameters:

• depth: the number of filters learned in the layer;

• stride: the number of pixels the filter is shifted along the spatial
dimensions of the input volume. It is usually set to one but it can
be set to higher values, depending on the image geometry, to achieve
less redundancy in the output volume. The stride thus can control
the spatial dimensions of the output volume thus achieving a similar
compression effect to what pooling can achieve;

• padding or zero-padding : the width in pixels of a spatial region on
the borders of the output that is filled with zeros. It controls the
spatial dimensions of the output volume and can be used to preserve
the spatial dimensions through the layer.

Finally, to ensure that each kernel is learning a single feature that has a
consistent interpretation across the spatial extent of the input, all neurons
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in the same depth slice share the same weights and biases, irrespective of
where across the extent of the input they are applied. Thus the action of
each filter in the forward pass becomes a discrete convolution of a single
set of kernel weights with the input.

A convolutional layer acts to encode its inputs into a latent space
spanned by the features it learns. However, some architectures we will
consider in later sections also involve the transformation from the learned
latent space back into the image domain. Thus, while convolutional layers
typically decrease the spatial extent of their inputs and increase the num-
ber of features, we will also need deconvolutional layers which increases the
spatial dimensions and decreases the number of channels, recombining a
potentially large number of learned features into a flat image. Mathemati-
cally both convolutional and deconvolutional layers can be summarized as

lh = f

 
X

i2L
xi ⌦ wh + bh

!
, (3.3)

where lh is the latent representation of the h-th activation map of the
current layer, f is the activation function, and xi is the i-th activation
map of the L-feature activation of the previous layer in the network (or
the l-th channel of an L-channel image in the case of the first convolutional
layer after the input image). wh and bh are, respectively, the weights and
biases of the h-th activation map (shared by all neurons of the map) of the
current layer. Given that xi has size m⇥m and the filters have size k⇥ k,
a convolutional layer produces an output feature map with shape (m�k+
1) ⇥ (m � k + 1), thus reducing the size of the input. A de-convolutional
layer outputs a feature map with shape (m + k � 1) ⇥ (m + k � 1), thus
increasing the size of the input.

Pooling Layer

The architectural function of a Pooling Layer is to reduce the spa-
tial size of the representation, which reduces the number of parameters,
lightens the computational load, and mitigates overfitting. The pooling
operation is carried out independently on each input feature, leaving the
number of input features unchanged. Different criteria in the literature
exist to perform the pooling operation, including max, average and L2-
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norm pooling ; max-pooling is the most commonly used. There are also
un-pooling layers to desegregate and expand activation maps in transfor-
mations back towards the image domain.

A max-pooling layer pools features by computing the maximum within
the feature map and outputs a feature map with reduced size, according to
the chosen size of the pooling kernel. To perform a successive un-pooling,
the max-pooling layer also records a set of switch variables which describe
the positional information relative to the pooled features. The un-pooling
layer restores the max-pooled features to the correct position specified by
the relative switch variable values. The combination of max-pooling and
un-pooling layers is thus able to retain both the image magnitude (an-
swering the "what" question) and the positional information (the "where"
question). An alternative to pooling and un-pooling layers is the use of
the stride parameter of the convolution and de-convolutions.

Normalisation Layer

Training Deep Neural networks can be a tricky endeavour for sev-
eral reasons: a) the distribution of each layer of a DL model can show
highly varying means and variances and thus careful choices of initializa-
tion and learning rate must be taken. While training, the layers distri-
butions change, a phenomenon known as covariate shift [137], and thus
the layers have to constantly need to adapt to new distributions; b) the
deeper and more complex a network is, the more is prone to overfit the
problem and that means that the introduction of regularization is criti-
cal to properly converge to a true minimum of the optimisation process
(see Sec. 2.3.3); c) prepossessing the data before feeding it to a model has
been shown to be beneficial to keep the estimation problem controlled [54].
Batch Normalisation [76], which is the normalisation technique employed
in all DL models developed in this Thesis, conveys all three benefits into a
single solution and it works by standardising its input and then it applies
a scaling coefficient and an offset to recover the lost degrees of freedom

BN(x) = � � x�µB

�B

+ �

µB = 1
|B|
P

x2B x

�B = 1
|B|
P

x2B(1� µB)2 + ✏
(3.4)
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where B is the current input batch and ✏ is a small constant to avoid
division by zero.

Dropout Layer

As previously stated ANNs and CNNs can theoretically map any func-
tional relationship between their input and outputs but, realistically, due
to the limited size of the training data they tend to overfit but this can
also be prevented through regularization. Another issue of DL models is
that they are usually characterised by fairly large number of hyperparam-
eters and thus finding the optimal parameter’s set can be computation-
ally intensive. Dropout achieves regularization and reduces the number of
searches that have to be performed to optimise the model hyperparameters
by randomly dropping out units in the model (and thus their relative con-
nections). Applying dropout thus consists in sampling a "thinned" version
of the model formed by all units which survived the dropout. A model
net with n units can be seen as a collection of 2n possible thinned neural
networks. These networks all share weights so that the total number of
parameters is still O(n2), or less but, for each presentation of each training
case, a new thinned network is sampled and trained. So training a neural
network with dropout can be seen as training a collection of 2n thinned
networks with extensive weight sharing, where each thinned network gets
trained very rarely, if at all. At test time, the prediction is made through a
weighted geometric mean of the predictions from the "thinned models". If
a unit is retained with probability p during training, the outgoing weights
of that unit are multiplied by p at test time.

3.1.3 Architectures for inverse problems in imaging

The main advantage of DL over most classical dimensionality reduction
techniques is that the layered structures of Deep Neural Networks (DNNs)
can encode an input representation with increasing levels of abstraction
in successive layers [86, 50]. For that reason, in the last decade, Deep
Learning has been successfully applied across a wide range of applications
including computer vision, speech recognition, bioinformatics and astroin-
formatics. "CNNs networks are exquisitely well suited for image processing
because they can quickly extract relevant statistics from the input and utilise
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them to solve the inverse problem" [79]. Several DL models are built on
CNNs, in the following I showcase the ones which are relevant to this The-
sis:

Convolutional Autoencocoder

The idea behind an Autoencoder [66] is that relevant features in the
data, such as the shape of the structures within the image, should be
relatively robust with respect to the noise components, and hence can be
learned by compressing the data to a lower dimensional latent space. The
latent space representation can then be used to reconstruct a noiseless
version of the input data. An Auto-Encoder model AutoEncoder (AE)
is composed of an encoder and decoder part; the encoder f : X ! H
transforms the input into a lower-dimensional representation (the latent
space), while the decoder g : H ! X tries to reconstruct the original input
from this representation. By constraining the latent space to be of a lower
dimension than the original input data, we can force the Autoencoder to
capture the most important features of the input data in order to reproduce
it successfully. This type of restriction can be used for feature extraction
and for dimensionality reduction. During the learning process, network
parameters are adjusted to minimize a loss function

L(x, g(f(x))) (3.5)

that encodes the difference between the input x and its reconstruction
g(f(x)). As for the ANNs discussed in Sec. 3.1.1, L must be smooth in
order to use gradient-based minimization algorithms such as SGD. If L is
chosen to be linear, the auto-encoder performs a dimensionality reduction
similar to Principal Component Analysis (PCA); in fact, the latent space
h ends up being the principal subspace of the input data. If instead, L is
non-linear the auto-encoder can learn much more complex representation.
Generally, autoencoders are built by two shallow fully connected NNs
joined through a lower-dimensional latent space. A Convolutional Autoen-
coder Convolutional Autoencoder (CAE), instead, contains, in the encoder
part, a stack of convolutional and max-pooling layers (or strided convolu-
tions) before the fully connected layer and, in the decoder part, a stack of
up-sampling and de-convolutional layers after a fully connected layer. It
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Figure 3.1. Schema of the CAE architecture.

has been shown [170] that CAEs are better suited, with respect to AEs, for
image processing and reconstruction tasks, due to the full utilisation of the
CNNs capacity to extract a hierarchical set of features from the images.
These have been proven to show a better performance over shallow neu-
ral networks when working with noisy or complex images. Moreover, the
combination of a convolutional and max-pooling layer allows the higher-
layers representations to be invariant to small rotations and translations
thus helping with the inevitable systematic characteristic of astronomical
instruments (such as jitters, thermal noise, and atmospheric effects).
In recent years CAEs have been applied to solve a wide range of problems
in the Astrophysical context; to model the Point Spread Function of Wide
Filed Small Aperture Telescope [78], to uncover and separate the faint
cosmological signal from the epoch of reionization [91], to classify galaxies
Spectral Energy Distributions [47], to identify Strong Lenses candidates in
the simulated data of the Euclid Space Telescope [30] and to solve the Star
- Galaxy classification problem [59]. Moreover, in the fields of Computer
Vision and Image Processing, CAEs have been successfully used to recover
structured signals from natural images [110], for image compression [44],
[150], [10], [151], [154], achieving compressing performances similar or bet-
ter than the JPEG 2000.
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Residual Networks and Residual Connections

As we have seen many computer vision tasks have been successfully
solved with CAEs and DL models in general, but it was discovered that
a model, while training, may encounter the degradation problem. Degra-
dation happens when increasing its depth by adding layers, its accuracy
platoes and then degrades rapidly. Unexpectedly it was discovered that
this error it is not due to overfitting [63, 140] but due to increasing network
complexity. Consider a shallower architecture and a deeper counterpart.
The only explainable reason why the two architectures are both converg-
ing is that the added layers of the deeper network are identity mappings
of layers from the shallower model. The existence of this constructed so-
lution implies that the two models should show similar performances, but
experimentally the shallower model shows a lower error. Residual Net-
works [65] solve the degradation problem through the addition of residual
or shortcut connections between layers. Instead of assuming that stacked
layers should fit the underlying mappings, layers are explicitly asked to
fit a residual mapping. The underlying hypothesis is that it is easier to
optimise the residual mapping than to optimise the original mapping. In
practice, shortcut connections perform identity mappings and their out-
puts are added to the outputs of the stacked layers while not increasing the
number of learnable parameters or the model complexity. The basic com-
ponent of a Residual Neural Network Residual Neural Network (ResNet)
is the so-called Residual Block outlined in Fig. 3.2.

3.1.4 Recurrent Neural Networks

Recurrent Neural Networks Recurrent Neural Network (RNN) are deep
learning models that capture the dynamics of sequences via recurrent con-
nections, which can be thought of as cycles in the network of nodes. This
kind of network is unrolled across time steps (or sequence steps), with the
same underlying parameters applied at each step. While the standard con-
nections are applied synchronously to propagate each layer’s activations to
the subsequent layer at the same time step, the recurrent connections are
dynamic, passing information across adjacent time steps. RNNs can be
thought of as feedforward neural networks where each layer’s parameters
(both conventional and recurrent) are shared across time steps. A known
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Figure 3.2. Left: standard convolutional block which has to learn the map-
ping f(x); Right: the residual block which has to learn the residual mapping
f(x) = g(x)� x

problem of RNNs is that of vanishing and exploding gradients [13], i.e.
during model training the gradient approaches zero (vanishing) or infinite
(exploding) which renders the model’s weights unchangeable and usually
results in the optimization process getting stuck in some local minimum.
The problem was partially solved with the introduction of Long Short
Memory Networks Long Short Term Memory Network (LSTM) [67] in
which recurrent nodes are replaced by memory cells containing an internal
state, i.e. a node with a self-connected recurrent connection of fixed weight
set to unity and a number of multiplicative gates that determine whether
i) a given input should have an impact on the internal state (input gate),
ii) the internal state should be flushed to zero (forget gate), or iii) the in-
ternal state of a given neuron should be allowed to affect the cell’s output
(output gate). The Gated Recurrent Unit Gated Recurrent Unit (GRU)
[31] is a streamlined version of the LSTM where the three gates introduced
by the LSTM are replaced by two gates: the reset gate and the update gate
which, respectively, control how much of the previous hidden state must
be remembered and the degree to which the current hidden state is similar
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Figure 3.3. Gated Recurrent Unit architecture showing the flow of data
within the network.

to the previous one at each frequency iteration. The first helps capture
short-term correlations in the data, while the second one captures long-
term correlations. As shown in Fig. 3.3, which outlines the data flow inside
a GRU, these gates are implemented through fully connected layers with
a sigmoid activation function:

Rt = �(XtWxr +Ht�1Whr + br) (3.6)
Zt = �(XtWxz +Ht�1Whz + bz) (3.7)

where Xt is the input vector, Ht is the hidden state at the previous fre-
quency step, and W and b are the weights and biases of the fully connected
layers.

The reset gate is multiplied (element-wise) with the previous hidden
state and the effect of this multiplication is passed along to the candidate
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hidden state

H 0
t = tanh(XtWht + (Rt �Ht�1)Whh + bh) (3.8)

where Wht and Whh are the model weights, bh is the bias term and �
is the Hadamard element-wise product. If the entries of Rt are close to
1, the GRU behaves just as a simple RNN, while if it is close to 0, the
previous hidden state is forgotten and the RNN behaves like a Multi Layer
Perceptron Multi Layer Perceptron (MLP). The final hidden state is given
by the element-wise convex combination of Ht�1 and H 0

t

Ht = Zt �Ht�1 + (1� Zt)�H 0
t (3.9)

If the entries of Zt are close to 1, the hidden state at the previous iteration
is retained and the information brought by the current input Xt is ignored.
Otherwise, if the entries of Zt are close to 0, the old hidden state is updated
with the new candidate hidden state H 0

t. Up until now, we have focused
on defining networks consisting of a sequence input, a single hidden RNN
layer, and an output layer. Despite having just one hidden layer between
the input at any time step and the corresponding output, there is a sense
in these networks are deep. Inputs from the first time step can influence
the outputs at the final time step T . However, we may also wish to retain
the ability to express complex relationships between the inputs at a given
time step and the outputs at that same time step (which is ensured by
having deep chains of nonlinear activation functions [38]). To do so we
could construct RNNs that are deep not only in the time direction but
also in the input-to-output direction. The standard way to achieve this is
to stack multiple RNNs on top of each other. Given a sequence of length T ,
the first RNN produces a sequence of outputs, also of length T . These, in
turn, constitute the inputs to the next RNN layer, and so on. A Deep GRU
is thus obtained by stacking multiple GRUs one after the other interlaced
by layers of non-linear activation functions.

3.2 Deep Learning applications in Astrophysics

Given the showcased rapid growth in size and complexity of Astro-
nomical datasets, Machine learning methodologies, both supervised and
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unsupervised, given their ability to cope with very complex data, have been
extensively exploited by the community to solve a wide variety of problems
spanning all aspects of the astronomical data life, from instrument moni-
toring to data acquisition and ingestion, to data analysis and interpretation
[12, 82, 73, 102, 84, 109, 147, 169, 93, 43, 29, 46, 162, 108, 128, 120, 126, 23].
This has also led to the implementation of many deep learning-based
pipelines in the field of Astrophysics. To quote only some of the most
recent and interesting applications, [18] utilised a CNN and a UNet to
measure the photometric properties of blended systems of monochromatic
mock simulations of EUCLID observations of high redshift galaxies. To
train and test the models, they utilized artificially blended observations
taken from the CANDELS survey. Despite the simplistic constraints im-
posed on the data: two galaxies per stamp, one galaxy pinned at the
image centre and no blends with completely overlapping galaxy centroids
(also referred to as unrecognized blends), the networks have demonstrated
that, on monochromatic images, they outperform the traditional SEX-

TRACTOR [15] approach with respect to photometric accuracy, preci-
sion, outliers fraction and stability towards different morphological types.
[112] have compared the performances of several architectures (ResNet,
LSTM, 2D and 3D CNN) for the measurements of cosmological parame-
ters from SKA light cone simulations. They found that a simple 3D CNN
was able to reliably infer the cosmological parameters. [77] in their pa-
per they present �-PhysNet, a deep multi-task architecture for gamma-ray
reconstruction from images taken by an Imaging Atmospheric Cerenkov
Telescope (IACT). The architecture is constituted by a backbone feature
extractor (ResNet-56) interlaced by several Dual Attention modules [146]
followed by a multi-task block composed of a global feature network and
a local feature one, both based on fully connected layers. The global fea-
ture part performs a global average pooling followed by a fully connected
layer, while the local takes directly the backbone features, flattens them
and then feeds them to two fully connected layers. [106] proposed to use
a Convolutional Variational Autoencoder (VAE) in an unsupervised fash-
ion to diagnose system health for modern radio telescopes. The model
project the high-dimensional data to a low-dimensional descriptive space
which telescope operators can use to spot failures in the system. More-
over they tested the use of a Support Vector Machine (SVM) classifier [35]
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to automatically classify failures from the low-dimensional projection. A
qualitative assessment of the model performance was performed on real
Low-Frequency Array Telescope (LOFAR) data obtaining a classification
accuracy of 0.9. [25] proposed a novel sequential classification model for as-
tronomical time series based on a Recurrent Convolutional Neural Network
(RCNN) and an image simulation framework capable of simulating seven
classes of astronomical objects (two non-variating ones, and five variating
classes). The RCNN is constituted by a CNN which extracts features from
the input sequence of images and an LSTM which is tasked with classi-
fying the extracted time sequence. Their architecture is tested against a
Random Forest performing classification based on features extracted from
the images through traditional methods (photometric features extracted
through FATS [113]) obtaining a similar classification accuracy but lower
computational times. Their results show that the proposed RCNN model
is able to classify correctly the simulated test set, as well as the real data
set after performing fine-tuning. [62] presented Morpheus a new model for
generating pixel-level morphological classifications of astronomical sources.
Morpheus leverages advances in deep learning to perform source detection,
source segmentation, and morphological classification pixel-by-pixel via a
semantic segmentation algorithm (U-Net). By utilising morphological in-
formation about the flux of real astronomical sources during object detec-
tion, Morpheus shows resiliency to false positives. Morpheus is evaluated
by performing source detection, source segmentation, and morphological
classification on the Hubble Space Telescope data in the five CANDELS
fields with a focus on the GOODS South field, and demonstrates high com-
pleteness in recovering known GOODS South 3D-HST sources with H < 26
AB. [138] employed a variant of a Generative Adversarial Network (GAN)
known as Spatial GAN (SGAN) to generate images resembling Hubble
Space Telescope eXtreme Deep Fields (XDFs) showing that the proper-
ties of the galaxies in the generated images have a high level of fidelity
with respect to those of galaxies in the real XDFs. Their technique can be
generalized to any appropriate imaging training set, offering a new purely
data-driven approach for producing realistic mock surveys. [111] employed
a DeepGRU to provide an early classification of astronomical time series
data (trained on 12 transient classes) in order to identify transients in the
upcoming wide-field surveys such as the Zwicky Transient Facility (ZTF)
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ant the Large Synoptic Survey Telescope (LSST). The classification accu-
racy improves over the lifetime of the transient as more photometric data
becomes available, and across the 12 transient classes, we obtain an average
area under the receiver operating characteristic curve of 0.95 and 0.98 at
early and late epochs, respectively. [85] presented a hybrid Bayesian frame-
work for inverse problems that combines analytic forward modelling for
the likelihood with deep generative models (PixelSNAIL [28] for complex
data-driven signal priors. their approach makes explicit use of physically
motivated problem structure and prior knowledge from high-quality obser-
vations. When applied to the blind-source separation problem of galaxy
blending, the method can retrieve multi-component models of astronomical
scenes that are by construction robust to changes in observational condi-
tions. [40] proposed to combine a CNN with a Mixture Density Network
(MDN) which is a modification of the MLP capable of generating distri-
butions instead of point estimates. In particular, the MDN interprets the
output of the network as the means, standard deviation and weights of a
mixture model employing n Gaussians as basis functions. Substituting the
last fully connected layer with the MDN allows thus to generate Probabil-
ity Density Functions Probability Density Function (PDF) of photometric
redshifts. In order to evaluate the performance of the proposed method,
three experiments have been performed on galaxies, quasars and a mix of
two and the method is compared with an MDM and a Random Forest
showing that the proposed architecture outperforms the two competing
models. [164] utilised a custom deep learning model to detect Low Bright-
ness Galaxies within SDSS images. Their architecture is composed of three
models: a ResNet50 to extract features from the images, a CNN to regress
the class probabilities for the galaxies within the images, and another CNN
to predict the coordinates of the galaxies within the images. As loss func-
tions, they employed the Binary Cross Entropy loss for the classification
problem and a probability-weighted mean squared loss for the regression
problem. [2] proposed a novel deep learning-based pipeline for detecting
quadruply lensed quasars. The pipeline was trained on simulated observa-
tions comprising both lensed and non-lensed quasars and is composed of
several deep learning models combined together to solve a binary classifi-
cation problem: the lower-dimensional representation extracted from four
Variational Autoencoders, two ResNets, one with rectangular convolution,
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one with polar, and a U-Net-like model. [49] presented a novel pipeline
called Removal of BOgus Transients (ROBOTs) in order to assess tran-
sient candidates within the Deeper, Wider, Faster (DWF) program. One
of the main bottlenecks of DWF is the time required to assess candidates
for rapid follow-up and manual inspection prior to triggering space-based
or large ground-based telescopes, the authors create a pipeline to address
this main bottleneck. The pipeline employs a combination of a CNN and
a CART: the CNN is used to classify the input images, while the CART
is used to further classify candidate light curves identified by the CNN. In
fact, the CNN algorithm is used to determine the quality of individual data
points rather than that of the light curves, and thus the CART is used to
incorporate the temporal information within the decision framework. As it
will become clear. As we will demonstrate, their strategy of utilising extra
information in the temporal domain to further classify candidates is similar
to how we use frequency information to deblend the potential candidates
found by the Autoencoder in our ALMA source detection and character-
isation pipeline (see Chapter 4 Sec. 4.2.4 step 8). [117] utilised a CNN
trained with both real observations from the SDSS [16] and simulated ob-
servation from EAGLE [37] to identify galaxy mergers. By comparing the
performances on both real and simulated data, they concluded that a CNN
trained on simulated data could be used to detect mergers in real obser-
vations. Also in the field of Radio Astronomy, some interesting examples
can be found. For instance, [19] introduced attention-gated networks for
radio galaxy classification demonstrating that these networks can perform
similarly to CNN-based classifications while utilising significantly fewer
trainable parameters and thus reducing the complexity of the model and
the risk of overfitting. Moreover, they employed the produced attention
maps [61] to help the interpretation of the results. [168] proposed a novel
deep-learning pipeline, Concat COnvolutional Neural Network (CCNN),
for selecting pulsar candidates within the Commensal Radio Astronomy
FasT Survey [89]. The main idea behind their pipeline is to use several
specialized CNNs to extract the low-dimensional latent information from
the pulse profile, the Dark Matter profile, the frequency versus phase plot,
and the time versus phase plot. The latent spaces are then concatenated
and fed to a Multi-Layer Perceptron that performs a binary classifica-
tion task. [131] employed a CNN to detect point sources within images.
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The CNN is trained on simulated maps with known point source positions
and learns how to amplify the Signal to Noise Ratio (SNR) in the input
map. The map is then converted into a catalogue using a dynamic blob
detection algorithm. The authors compared their pipeline performances
with PyBDSF (a classical, widely used peak detection algorithm, [107]),
obtaining better results on all metrics. [98] presented a novel deep learn-
ing model called ConvoSource, which utilises 2D Convolutions to map the
input observations to the target signal map using a binary cross-entropy
loss function. The model performance was found to be similar to that of
PyBDSF. Both [131] and [98] use as input images already correlated data
and thus rely on the CLEAN algorithm [69]: an assumption which as
we shall discuss below, may affect the final performances. [33] developed a
novel deep learning pipeline called POLISH for image super-resolution and
deconvolution of radio interferometric images. Their model aims to learn
the mapping between the input "dirty" images and the target sky model
images. Their architecture is a modified version of the Wide Activation for
Efficient and Accurate Image Super-Resolution [166] capable to allow for
high-dynamic range, multifrequency output and uncertainty in the PSF.
To test the performances of their model they generated DSA-2000 [58] sim-
ulated data, and compared the performances of their model on the dirty
images with source extractor applied on cleaned images. The cleaning was
performed with the CLEAN algorithm [69]. POLISH achieved both bet-
ter mean peak signal-to-noise ratio (PSNR) and better structural similarity
index (SSIM) as well as a lower fraction of false detections when compared
to the true sky models. [133] presented a deep-learning architecture for re-
constructing incomplete Fourier data in radio interferometric images. By
reconstructing missing data in the visibility space, a clean sky model im-
age can be obtained by simply taking the inverse 2D Fourier transform
of the reconstructed data. In order to train and test the performances of
their architecture, the authors generated simulated VLBI u�v maps both
noiseless and noisy, corresponding for both point-like and Gaussian sources
and compared the results of their model with those by wsclean [114].

The direct reconstruction of the sky model from the u�v map has been
tackled with classical statistical approaches by several authors [71, 83, 3]
but, to the best of our knowledge, [133] were the first to tackle the problem
using a Deep Learning approach.
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Finally, [127] presented a novel deep learning pipeline (DECORAS)
for detecting and characterising sources in VLBI simulated images. Their
pipeline consists of two Deep Convolutional Autoencoders (similar in scope
and structure to the first deep model of our ALMA pipeline, i.e. Blobs
Finder) used to detect sources within the images and an XGboost model
for the regression of source peak surface brightness. Other morphological
parameters are derived by fitting 2D Gaussian models to the sources. The
authors train and test their pipeline on simulated VLBI simulations and
directly compare with blobcat [57] (see Sec. 2.3 for details) showing that
the two methods have similar completeness levels for SNRs <= 5.5. While
for SNRs > 5.5, DECORAS outperforms blobcat by a factor of two.
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Do. Or do not. There is no try.

Master Yoda, The Empire Strikes
Back

ALMA has been a game changer in high-resolution aperture synthesis
imaging [4], and a development road map [24] has been approved with
the goal of meeting its high standards. One of its main objectives is to
broaden the instantaneous bandwidth of the receivers, upgrading the corre-
lator to process the entire bandwidth. As a consequence, ALMA sensitivity
and observing efficiency will improve, producing imaging products at least
two orders of magnitude larger than the current cube size (which already
resides in the GB regime). As a result of these upgrades, ALMA cube
imaging will become a very demanding task. In this thesis, we introduce
a new approach to the image reconstruction problem capable to overcome
some of the limitations introduced by the CLEAN algorithm outlined in
Sec 2.3.4. We propose a deep-learning-based pipeline developed with the
goal to detect emission lines in ALMA cubes while speeding up traditional
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methods and reducing spurious signal detection. For the aforementioned
reasons, our pipeline uses as input information, ’dirty’ calibrated ALMA
cubes that have not undergone any prior deconvolution. The main novelty
of our proposed pipeline with respect to the previously cited architectures
[131, 98, 33, 133, 127] is that we combine spatial and spectral (frequency)
information to detect and characterize sources. Utilising frequency in-
formation can both help in deblending spatially blended sources in the
integrated images (obtained by integrating the cubes along the frequency
axis), and help in the recovery of faint sources. Our deep learning pipeline
can be decomposed into six logical steps:

1. 2D source detection is performed on the integrated cubes (along fre-
quency) using a Deep Convolutional Autoencoder (hereafter Blobs
Finder);

2. the detections (blobs) found by the Autoencoder are used to extract
spectra which are then fed to a Recurrent Neural Network, capable to
perform spectral denoising (Deep GRU). All the peaks in the spectra
are fitted with 1D Gaussian distribution;

3. sources are spectrally focused by cropping a 64⇥64 pixels box around
their centres (found by Blobs Finder) in the image plane and by inte-
grating within their frequency emission ranges found in the previous
step. False positives are detected in this step;

4. focused images are then fed to three dedicated ResNets that regress
the sources morphological parameters: full-width half maxima in the
x and y directions and the projection angle ✓;

5. the found morphological parameters are used to construct a 3D mod-
els of the sources, which are used to mask the cubes and produce line
emission images and mean continuum images. Once the continuum
is subtracted from the line emission images, they are finally fed to a
specialized ResNet that regresses the source flux densities.

This Chapter is arranged as follows: In Section 4.1 we describe the
simulation data that we used to generate realistic ALMA observations. The
simulation algorithm is used to train and test our pipeline. The simulation
parameters and the characteristics of the output cubes and the sources
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within them are explained. In Section 4.2 the architectures of the employed
deep learning models of our pipeline, together with a complete data flow
are described. The data flow is used to explain the inner workings of the
pipeline, as well as a description of the training strategies adopted for
all the models. In Section 4.3.1 we discuss the pipeline performances in
detecting and characterizing sources within the test set. We compare the
detection performances with those of two traditional methods blobcat

[57], Sofia-2 [160], and another deep learning pipeline decoras [127].
In Section 4.4 we compare the Blobs Finder performances in solving the
ALMA image reconstruction problem (recovery of the true sky model from
dirty images) with those of tCLEAN. Finally, in Section 4.5 we discuss our
results, draw our conclusions, and lay the prospect for future work. Both
the simulations code (ALMASim �) and the pipeline (DeepFocus �) are
written in Python [155], and all software has been made publicly available
through GitHub in order to allow for further developments, testing and
reproducibility.

4.1 Simulations

To train and test the capabilities of the proposed pipeline, we needed
thousands of ALMA model and dirty cube pairs. We generate our own sim-
ple but realistic simulations of ALMA observations by combining python
and bash scripting with the Common Astronomy Software Application
Common Astronomy Software Applications (CASA) v. 6.5.0.15 [105] python
libraries. The need to use simulated data instead of real ALMA observa-
tions arises from several practical necessities: a) in order to evaluate the
pipeline’s performance and reliability and its dependence on sources’ ob-
servational and morphological parameters, we need full control over the
data properties; b) in order to assess the reconstruction quality of our
pipeline and its ability to solve the deconvolution problem without rely-
ing on CLEAN deconvolution, we need noiseless sky observations which
are unattainable for real observations. The closest alternative to the use of
simulated cubes would be to use CLEAN to produce deconvolved cubes of
ALMA observations in which source detection had been performed. These
deconvolved cubes, however, would be dependent on CLEAN solution (of
the deconvolution problem), thus biasing our models. Given that the main
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foreseen scientific application of the pipeline presented in this work is the
search of serendipitous sources within high redshift (z > 3) ALMA obser-
vations, we simulate, in each cube, a central primary source with a given
Signal to Noise Ratio Signal to Noise Ratio (SNR) (simulating this way a
realistic target observation, in the phase centre of the antennas array), sur-
rounded by less bright serendipitous sources that can occupy any position
in the cube. To generate 3D sources, we combine 2D Gaussian Compo-
nents in the spatial plane with 1D Gaussian components (emission lines)
in frequency space. For each source, first, the emission line is generated
by sampling from a uniform distribution of line parameters, i.e., the line
position or central frequency, the line amplitude or the value in dimension-
less units of the peak, and the line Full-Width Half Maximum Full Width
Half Maximum (FWHM) in a number of frequency channels. Once the
parameters have been sampled, the line is generated through the following
equation:

l(z) = ae
� (z�zcen)2

2(FWHMz/2.35482)2 (4.1)

where a is the line amplitude, zcen is the central frequency and FWHMz

is the line full width half maximum.

Then a 2D Gaussian profile is generated by sampling from a uniform
distribution of source parameters, i.e., the source position x, y, the source
FWHMs in both the x and y planes FWHMx and FWHMy, the source
projection angle ✓, the source amplitude a and the source spectral index �,
i.e. the dependence of the source radiative flux density on frequency. Once
the parameters have been sampled, the 3D Gaussian profile is generated
through the following set of equations:

g(x, y, z) = 10(log10(a)+spid⇥log10(v1/v2))·

·e�
((xc�x)/FWHMx)2+((yc�y)/FWHMy)2

2

(4.2)

where
xc = x · cos(pa)� y · sin(pa)
yc = y · sin(pa) + y · cos(pa)
v1 = 230 · 109 � (64 · 106)
v2(z) = v1 · z · 106
G(x, y, z) = g(x, y, z) + l(z) ⇤ g(x, y, z)

(4.3)
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Table 4.1. Sampling intervals of the model source parameters. Sources are
generated by randomly sampling from the outlined uniform distributions. The
first column shows the parameter name, the second the range from which the
parameter values are sampled, and the third the units.

Parameter Name Range Unit
Number of components [2 – 5] –
Amplitude of 2D Gaussian compoment [1 – 5] arbitrary
FWHM of the 2D Gaussian component [2 – 8] pixel
Spectral index [-2 – 2] –
Position in the xy plane [100 – 250] pixel
Position angle [0 – 90] deg
Line amplitude [1 – 5] arbitrary
Line center [10 – 110] chan
Line FWHM [3 – 10] chan

Each model cube is thus created by first generating a central source and
then a random number between 2 and 5 additional sources such that their
emission peaks are lower or equal to that of the central source. The full list
of parameters, their units, and the ranges from which they are sampled,
are shown in Tab 4.1.

All source parameters are stored in a .csv file in order to use them
as targets for the ResNets in the last stages of the Deep Learning source
detection pipeline (see Sec. 4.2.4).

We feed the sky models to the simobserve task to simulate interfero-
metric measurements sets through a series of observing parameters. The
full list of parameters is outlined in Tab 4.2.

We use the ALMA Cycle 9 C-3 for the antenna configuration, simulat-
ing 43 antennas in the 12-m Array with a maximum baseline of 0.50 km
(ALMA Cycle 9 Technical Handbook). Once the measurement sets have
been produced, to create the dirty cubes, we feed them to the TCLEAN

task initialized with the parameter niter set to zero. This forces the task
not to run the TCLEAN algorithm but only to perform the fast Fourier
transform of the visibility data and the gridding using the pixel parameters
outlined in Tab 4.2. The resulting data products are noisy cubes convolved
with the ALMA synthesized beam with an angular size of 10 squared arc-
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Table 4.2. Full list of simobserve parameters to generate the measurement
sets, i.e. the interferometric visibility data cubes. The first column shows the
parameter name, while the second shows our chosen value.

Parameter Name Value
inbright 0.001 Jy / Pix
indirection J2000 03h59m59.96s -34d59m59.50s
incell 0.1 arcsec
incenter 230 GHz
inwidth 10 MHz
integration 10 seconds
totaltime 2400 seconds
thermalnoise tsys-atm
user_pwd 0.8

seconds and a total bandwidth of 1.28 GHz. The spatial dimensions of the
cubes are 360 ⇥ 360 pixels and they are characterised by 128 channels in
frequency. Nevertheless, the simulations are already using Pardo’s ATM
library to construct an atmospheric profile for the ALMA site comprising
a water layer in the atmosphere and thermal noise. After the dirty cubes
are produced, we inject 3D uncorrelated white Gaussian noise. The RMS
of the noise is automatically adjusted to reach a target SNR measurement
for the central source. This way, we can produce simulations containing
sources with specific SNRs, which helps test the pipeline capabilities and
its detection limits. After the dirty cubes are produced, the morphological
parameters, stored in the .csv parameter file, are used to measure further
source properties of interest, such as the continuum, the SNR, and the
total surface brightness. The sky model and dirty cubes can be produced
both sequentially or in parallel through the Slurm workload manager [165]
if a multi-node architecture is available. Fig. 4.1 and 4.2 show several ex-
amples of frequency-stacked clean and dirty cube pairs.

While we plan to improve our simulation code beyond its current ca-
pabilities, at this stage it does not model galaxies’ internal kinematics, it
does not include complex galaxy morphologies and it does not account for
galaxy interactions. That being said, given the main scientific target of the
present work, these parameters should not play an important role in shap-
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Figure 4.1. Several examples of frequency stacked dirty/clean cube pairs
generated through our simulation code. Sources within the cubes are outlined
with coloured bounding boxes.
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Figure 4.2. Several examples of frequency stacked dirty/clean cube pairs
generated through our simulation code. Sources within the cubes are outlined
with coloured bounding boxes.
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ing the real target morphologies given that they are mostly unresolved.
For this reason, we generate sources with a 2D Spatial Gaussian with an
FWHM between 0.2 and 0.8 arcsec. Regarding the simulation of complex
atmospherical and instrumental effects, the CLEAN SimALMA pipeline,
that we employ to simulate ALMA observations of the sky models, should
produce fairly realistic ALMA observations in case of point-like sources
[148]. While it is out of the scope of this work to present the full simu-
lation pipeline, it is our intention, given the relevance of comparing the
performances of deep learning models on the same data, to make publicly
available on GitHub the simulation code with several baseline datasets,
such as the one we used to train and test our pipeline.

4.1.1 The Data

We generated 5, 000 simulated cube pairs containing 22, 532 simulated
sources and randomly divided them into train, validation, and test sets
using the rather usual 60%, 20%, 20% splitting criterium. We just remind
the reader that the training set is used to train the DL models within the
pipeline; the validation set is used to measure the training progress and
assess generalization capabilities, and the test set is used to measure the
pipeline performances in detecting sources and in regressing their parame-
ters (see Sec. 4.2.4 and 4.2.5). The three sets contain respectively 13, 512,
4, 465, and 4, 556 simulated sources. The distributions of the source pa-
rameters are shown in Figs 4.3, 4.4, 4.5 ,4.8, 4.7, 4.6. Projection angles,
positions, and extensions of sources are uniformly generated in their respec-
tive parameter ranges (see Tab. 4.2), while the SNR, Surface Brightness,
and Continuum Brightness distributions confirm that we are generating a
bright central source with a SNR > 10 surrounded by less bright serendip-
itous sources. The minimum and maximum flux densities generated are
respectively 0.97 and 407.4 mJy/beam. The data were generated on the
Infrastructure for Big data and Scientific Computing (IBISCO-HPC) (In-
frastructure for Big data and Scientific Computing) at the University of
Naples Federico II (IBISCO-HPC).
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Figure 4.3. Distribution of the Signal to Noise Ratio of the simulated sources:
fraction of simulated sources versus measured SNR (see Eq. 4.12). The box in
the top right corner shows the mean SNR ± its standard deviation.
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Figure 4.4. Distribution of the total brightness of the simulated sources.
On the x-axis, the measured total brightness [mJy / beam] is obtained by
summing the voxel values in the dirty cubes within sources bounding boxes.
On the y-axis, the fraction of simulated sources is provided. The box in the
top right corner shows the mean brightness ± and its standard deviation.
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Figure 4.5. Distribution of the continuum mean brightness of the simulated
sources. On the x-axis, the measured mean continuum brightness [mJy / beam]
is obtained by selecting all voxels within the x and y limits of the sources
bounding boxes but outside their boundaries in frequency [z � fwhmz, z +
fwhmz]. On the y-axis, the fraction of simulated sources is shown. The box
in the top right corner provides the mean continuum brightness ± its standard
deviation.
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Figure 4.6. Distribution of the projection angles of the simulated sources:
fraction of simulated sources versus projection angles in degrees.
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Figure 4.7. Distributions of the FWHMs of the simulated sources. In blue,
orange and green, the FWHMs over the x-axis, the y-axis and the z-axis
are provided. On the histogram, the x-axis and y-axis provide the FWHMs
values in pixels and the fraction of simulated sources, respectively.
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Figure 4.8. Scatter plot showing uniformity in the positions on the xy plane
of the simulated sources.
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4.2 The Deep Learning Pipeline

The Deep Learning pipeline we present in this work, as it will be more
apparent in Sec. 4.2.4, can be described as a decision graph interconnect-
ing six deep learning models, each one taking a specialised role in order to
detect and characterise sources within the input dirty cubes. The types of
architectures were chosen on the basis of their strengths: Convolutional ar-
chitectures (Blobs Finder and ResNets) to process spatial information, and
the Recurrent Neural Network (Deep GRU) to process sequential informa-
tion. Before describing the flow of data within the pipeline, we shortly
describe the individual DL models. Note that all our models were imple-
mented through the PyTorch library [115].

4.2.1 Blobs Finder

Blobs Finder is a 2D Deep Convolutional Autoencoder trained to solve
the image deconvolution problem

D[x, y] = P [x, y]⇥M [x, y] +N [x, y] (4.4)

where D[x, y] is the integrated dirty cube produced integrating along the
frequency the dirty cube, P [x, y] is the dirty PSF, and N [x, y] is the com-
bination of all noise patterns in the data. M [x, y] is the reconstructed
and denoised integrated sky image. To guide the autoencoder towards
the best possible solution, two factors are critical [50]: the preprocessing
and augmentation of input and target variables, and the choice of the loss
function used to measure the error between the target variable and the
Autoencoder’s prediction. In our case, Blobs Finder is trained with the in-
tegrated dirty cubes as inputs, and the sky model images as targets. Both
input and target image are normalized to the [0, 1] range, which helps with
the training process and allows us to make a probabilistic interpretation of
the Autoencoder’s output. Blobs Finder architecture, as shown in Fig. 3.1,
is that of a Convolutional Autoencoder [103]. The Encoder is structured
by four convolutional blocks that progressively reduce the spatial dimen-
sion of the input while increasing the number of channels or feature maps.
More in detail, each block contains a 2D Convolution layer with stride
2 and a kernel size of 3, a Leaky Rectified Linear Unit Rectified Linear
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Unit (ReLU) activation function and a 2D Batch Normalization layer fol-
lowed by a 2D Convolution layer with a stride of 1 and a kernel size of 3,
another Leaky ReLU activation and a 2D Batch Normalization Layer. In
this way, each block halves the spatial extent of the input and doubles the
number of channels. After the convolutional blocks, there is the final fully
connected layer.

The Decoder has a symmetric architecture, i.e. a fully connected layer,
followed by four deconvolutional blocks and a final identity layer which is
constituted by a 2D Convolution followed by a Sigmoid activation function.
Each deconvolutional block is constituted by a 2D Bilinear interpolation
with stride of 2, followed by a Leaky ReLU activation function and a 2D
Batch Normalization layer (upsampling block), a 2D Transposed Convo-
lution layer with a stride of 2 and a kernel size of 3, followed by a Leaky
ReLU activation function and a 2D Batch Normalization layer (learnable
upsampling block). The output of the upsampling block and learnable up-
sampling block are then concatenated and passed along to a convolutional
block constituted by a 2D Convolution layer with stride 2 and a kernel size
of 3, a Leaky ReLU activation function and a 2D Batch Normalization layer
followed by a 2D Convolution layer with a stride of 1 and a kernel size of
3. The bilinear upsampling operation transforms the input layer in the
desired spatial resolution without using any parameters and the resulting
features should contain most of the information of the original features.
These upsampled features are concatenated to the output of the paramet-
ric upsampling performed through the Transposed Convolution in order to
create a residual-like connection. This additive upsampling [161] should
improve prediction capabilities and remove gridding artefacts produced by
the subsequent Transposed Convolutions. The final block is a 2D Convo-
lution layer with a stride of 1 and a kernel size of 1, followed by a Sigmoid
activation function. The scope of this final layer is to normalize its input
to the [0, 1] range. A detailed description of the spatial transformation
performed by Blobs Finder can be seen in Tab. 4.3. To train Blobs Finder,
we selected as a loss function the weighted combination of two well-known
losses in the DL image reconstruction and denoising framework: the l1
loss and the Structural dissimilarity loss Difference of Structural Similar-
ity (DSSIM) which is based on Structural Similarity Index measurement.
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Block Name Input Size Output Size
Conv Block 1 [b, 1, 256, 256] [b, 8, 128, 128]
Conv Block 2 [b, 8, 128, 128] [b, 16, 64, 64]
Conv Block 3 [b, 16, 64, 64] [b, 32, 32, 32]
Conv Block 4 [b, 32, 32, 32] [b, 64, 16, 16]
FC 1 [b, 64⇥ 16⇥ 16] [b, 1024]
FC 2 [b, 1024] [b, 64⇥ 16⇥ 16]
DeConv Block 1 [b, 64, 16, 16] [b, 32, 32, 32]
DeConv Block 2 [b, 32, 32, 32] [b, 16, 64, 64]
DeConv Block 3 [b, 16, 64, 64] [b, 8, 128, 128]
DeConv Block 4 [b, 8, 128, 128] [b, 1, 256, 256]
Final Block [b, 1, 256, 256] [b, 1, 256, 256]

Table 4.3. Input and Output shapes for each layer of Blobs Finder, where
b indicates the batch size, and the horizontal line separates the Encoder from
the Decoder network.

The losses are mathematically defined as follows:

l1(x, y) = MAE(x, y) = mean([l1, ......, lN ]T ) (4.5)

where N is the number of pixels in the images and

DSSIM(x, y) =
1� SSIM(x, y)

2
(4.6)

SSIM(x, y) =
(2µxµy + c1)(2�xy + c2)

(µ2
x + µ2

y + c1)(�2x + �2y + c2)
(4.7)

c1 = (k1L)
2 (4.8)

c2 = (k2L)
2 (4.9)

L = 2precision � 1 (4.10)

where µx and µy are the averages of x and y, �2x and �2y are their variances,
�xy the covariance, c1 and c2 two variables needed to stabilize the division
with small denominator values, and, finally, L is the dynamic range of the
pixel values. In our case, the images are stored in single-precision floating-
point format and thus L = 232 � 1 and the two constants are respectively
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Figure 4.9. Deep GRU’s architecture is constituted by two layers of GRUs
followed by a Fully connected layer and a Sigmoid activation function.

k1 = 0.01 and k2 = 0.03.
The choice of these two losses was empirically determined by trial and

error in our experiments, while the remaining hyperparameters such as the
hidden layer size, the number of channels in each Block, and the choice of
activation function were optimized through a grid-search strategy. More
information about how these losses are used and their weighting during
training is outlined in Sec. 4.2.5.

4.2.2 Deep Gated Recurrent Unit (GRU)

Deep Gated Recurrent Unit (GRU) is a Recurrent Neural Network
(RNN) [130] constructed by combining together two layers of GRUs and
a fully connected layer, as shown in Fig. 4.9. For a detailed description of
GRUs see Chapt. 3 Sec. 3.1.4. In our case, we want to use the Deep GRU
to solve the denoising problem

Y [z] = X[z] +N [z] with z 2 [1, 128] (4.11)



82
Chapter 4. Detection and Characterization of ALMA Sources through Deep

Learning

where z is the frequency index in the cube, Y [z] are noisy galaxy spectra,
X[z] are the underlying emissions, and N [z] are the various noise com-
ponents. When a spectrum is fed to the network, each hidden state at
frequency step t is passed to both the next frequency step of the current
layer and the current frequency step of the next layer. Because there is
no preferable frequency direction in the data, the two layers pass along
information in opposite directions: one from low frequencies to high fre-
quencies, and the other in the opposite direction. In our implementation,
each layer of GRUs outputs 32 hidden states (or channels) which are then
concatenated to form a latent vector of size [b, 64⇥128] before being fed to
a fully connected layer. The layer transforms its input into a vector with
the same size as the input signal and then a Sigmoid activation function is
applied to normalize it to the [0, 1] range. As a loss function, we use again
the l1 loss (see Eq. 4.5).

4.2.3 ResNet

Residual Neural Networks [64] are a class of Deep Convolutional Neu-
ral Networks (CNNs) which implements skip connections between adjacent
layers in order to avoid the problem of vanishing gradients [141] by easing
the process of information flow in the layers and to mitigate the degrada-
tion problem, a phenomenon for which the more layers are added to a CNN
the more training error and instability increase. The basic component of
a ResNet is the so-called Residual Block outlined in Fig. 4.10.

Our implementation of the ResBlock depends on whether spatial down-
sampling is applied to the input or not. If spatial downsampling is needed,
the input is processed via two convolutional blocks constituted by a 2D
Convolutional Layer with kernel size of 3 and a stride of 2 (which downsam-
ples the input), a ReLU activation function and a 2D Batch Normalization
layer. While the first convolutional block increases the number of channels
by a factor of two, the second maintains constant the number of channels.
In parallel, the input is also processed by a single convolutional block, and
the two outputs are concatenated together (skip-connection) before being
fed to a final ReLU layer. In the other case, if downsampling is not nec-
essary, the input is processed via two convolutional blocks with a stride of
1 (which thus does not downsample the input) and is concatenated with
the unaltered input (skip-connection) before being fed to the final ReLU.
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Figure 4.10. Architecture of a Residual Block, the basic component of a
ResNet. The architecture is divided into two main pathways depending if
downsampling must be applied in the layer. In the affirmative case, the 2D
Convolutions are applied with a kernel size of 3 and with a stride of 2 or 1. As
it can be seen the output of the previous layer is brought forward through a
skip-connection and concatenated with the output of the current layer before
applying the final activation function.

Figure 4.11. Our implementation of the ResNet architecture. The input
image is first preprocessed by a 2D Convolution layer, followed by 2D Max
Pooling, 2D Batch Normalization, and a ReLU activation function, and then
is forwarded through four blocks of two Residual Blocks (see Fig. 4.10). The
output is then processed via an Adaptive Max Pooling layer and fed to two
fully connected layers which map the latent vector of 512 elements to a single
scalar (the value of the parameter of interest for the ResNet).
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The ResNet architecture, which is shown in Fig. 4.11, is constructed
by a first convolutional block that performs 2D Max Pooling followed by
four ResBlocks which gradually spatially downsample the input image of
size [b, 1, 64, 64] to [b, 512, 4, 4] where 64 ⇥ 64 are the spatial dimensions
of the input image, b is the batch size, 1 is the initial number of channels
and 512 is the number of feature maps which are fed to the final MLP.
Average Max Pooling is applied to collapse the spatial dimensions to a
single vector which is then fed to two fully connected layers interconnected
by a ReLU activation function (MLP). This final layer outputs a single
scalar value, i.e. the predicted parameter of interest. In other words,
the first part of the network extrapolates a vector of 512 features from
the input image, which is then fed to a Multi-Layer Perceptron (MLP)
that makes the functional mapping between the features space and the
target parameter space. In our pipeline, we use several ResNets; each one
specialized in solving the regression of specific morphological parameters of
the input source. Technically, these parameters could be regressed at the
same time by a single ResNets with an output vector of size m instead of a
scalar (where m is the number of parameters one wants to regress). Given
that the dynamical range of the parameters varies a lot from one parameter
to the other (see Sec. 4.1.1), we expect that such a general network would
show lower performances with respect to the specialized counterparts. This
expectation was empirically confirmed by us on a trial and error base. As
a loss function to train the ResNets, we used again the l1 loss (see Eq. 4.5).
The architectural choices such as the number of convolutional layers within
a Residual Block, the number of Blocks, the choice of activation function,
the kernel sizes, the number of channels and the number of extrapolated
features were optimized to improve performance. First, we optimize for
the number of Residual layers and depth of those layers by fixing all other
parameters, and then, once the best ResNet architecture has been found,
we performed the optimization of the remaining parameters through a
grid-search strategy. In fact, by changing the number of residual blocks
and the depths (i.e. number of convolutions within each Block) and by
introducing bottlenecks (i.e. a chain of a 1⇥ 1 convolution, followed by a
3⇥3 convolution and a 1⇥1 convolution) several ResNet architectures can
be reproduced and tested (ResNet-18, ResNet-34, ResNet-50, ResNet-101,
ResNet-152). All these architectures share the same first convolutional
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block and the same final MLP and are only distinguished by the number
and depth of the central layers. We tested the performance of each network
on the flux parameter estimation by training each one of them for 50 epochs
with the Adam optimizer and a fixed kernel size of 3. To register the
models’ performances, we measure the average l1 loss on the entire test
set. No meaningful difference in performance was registered between the
five tested architectures and thus our choice fell upon the lighter and faster
of them, i.e. the one showcased in Fig. 4.11. Once the architecture was
chosen, the remaining hyperparameters were fine-tuned through a grid-
search strategy.

4.2.4 The Pipeline

The overall objective of the pipeline is to detect and fit the sources
within calibrated ALMA image cubes. A full overview of the pipeline
can be seen in Fig. 4.12, where the arrows outline the flow of data in the
pipeline. The order in which the operations are performed can be under-
stood by the numbering (in orange). As already explained, the pipeline can
be divided into six logical blocks: 2D source detection, frequency denoising,
emission detection, source focusing, morphological parameters estimation,
3D model construction and flux density estimation. To relate the logical
blocks to the pipeline schema shown in Fig. 4.12, in the following explana-
tion, we mark the logical blocks with the corresponding numbers as shown
in Fig. 4.12. To ease the logical flow of the pipeline, we assume that all the
DL models have been trained to act as simple, functional maps between
their inputs and outputs. In Sec 4.2.5 we go over the details of how each
Deep Learning model is trained within the pipeline. All the images shown
in this section are relative to the Test set; more examples and a detailed
description of the pipeline performances are described in Sec. 4.3.1.

The flow of an input dirty cube in the pipeline goes as it follows:

1. 2D Sources Detection (1 - 4): the image cube is normalized to the
[0, 1] range and integrated along frequency to create a 2D image. We
refer to this image as the integrated dirty cube (1). The integrated
dirty cube is first cropped from the centre to a shape of [256, 256]
pixels which removes the edge of the images characterized by a low
SNR (See Sec. 4.1), then it is normalized to the [0, 1] range (2) and,
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Figure 4.12. The full pipeline schema for source detection and characterisa-
tion within the input ALMA dirty data cube (top left of the schema). Numbers
show the logical flow of the data within the pipeline. The pipeline takes as
input an ALMA dirty data cube, performs source detection and false detection
removal, and then proceeds to characterize the detected sources. A detailed
explanation of all the steps outlined in the schema is given in 4.2.4.
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finally, it is fed to the first DL model Blobs Finder (Sec. 4.2.1). The
autoencoder processes the image and predicts a 2D probabilistic
map of source detection (3). A hard thresholding value of 0.15 is
used to binarize the probabilistic map and then the scikit-learn [118]
label and regionprops functions are used to extract bounding boxes
around all blobs of connected pixels (or source candidates) (4). The
thresholding value is chosen to be 0.15 in order to peak all the sig-
nals detected by Blobs Finder, while excluding small fluctuations in
the background. The exact thresholding value was empirically deter-
mined in order to strike a compromise between the number of false
detections and the percentage of the detected signal. Figures 4.13,
4.14, and 4.15 show, respectively, an example of an input integrated
dirty cube containing 6 simulated sources (outlined by green bound-
ing boxes and two of which are spatially blended), the target sky
model image (with in green the target bounding boxes and in red
the predicted bounding boxes extracted through the thresholding of
the predicted 2D probabilistic map), and the 2D prediction map with
the predicted bounding boxes highlighted in red.

2. Frequency Denoising and Line Detection (5 - 7): bounding
boxes around source candidates are used to extract dirty spectra
from the input cube. The spectrum for each source candidate is
extracted by adding the pixels inside its bounding box over all the
128 frequency slices of the cube. The spectra of the detected source
candidates are extracted from the cube, standardized, i.e. rescaled
to have null mean and standard deviation with unity value, and then
fed to Deep GRU (Sec. 4.2.2). The Deep Gated Recurrent Unit de-
noises the standardized spectra and outputs 1D probabilistic maps
of source emission lines or cleaned spectra (6). The cleaned spec-
tra are then analysed with the scipy [157] find_peaks functions with
a threshold value of 0.1 in order to detect emission peaks. Each
peak is then fitted with a 1D Gaussian model through the astropy
[9] models.Gaussian1D function. As fitting algorithm, we employ the
LevMarLSQFitter algorithm, and as the initial values for the mean
and amplitude of the 1D Gaussian model, we use, respectively, the
previously detected peak position and its relative amplitude. All
detected Gaussian peaks’ positions over the frequency axis (z) are
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Figure 4.13. An example of Blobs Finder’s input 2D integrated dirty cube
produced by integrating an input dirty cube over the entire frequency range.
Superimposed in green, are the target bounding boxes outlining the emissions
of the 6 sources present in the cube. The image contains an example of two
spatially blended sources located around the centre of the image, one is a
bright point-like source, the other a fainter and diffuse source laying behind.
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Figure 4.14. An example of Blobs Finder’s target 2D Sky Model image with
the target bounding boxes highlighted in green and the predicted bounding
boxes extracted through the thresholding operation on Blobs Finder’s proba-
bilistic output, highlighted in red. Predicted and true bounding box centres
are also plotted as, respectively, red and green dots.
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Figure 4.15. An example of Blobs Finder’s output 2D probabilistic source
detection map with the predicted bounding boxes extracted through thresh-
olding, highlighted in red.
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Figure 4.16. In blue the dirty spectrum extracted from the central source
bounding box predicted by Blobs Finder (Fig. 4.14), in dotted-red the Deep
GRU’s prediction. Vertical blue bars delimit the true emission ranges, while
red bars are the predicted emission ranges. A secondary fainter source emission
peak is detected by Deep GRU and thus the source is flagged for deblending.

recorded alongside their extensions �z defined as �z = 2⇤FWHMz

where FWHMz is the FWHM of the Gaussian peak (7). In order to
detect possible false positives produced by Blobs Finder, all potential
candidates showing no meaningful peak in their spectra are removed.
If more than one peak is found alongside the spectrum, the candi-
date is likely the superimposition of blended sources and thus it is
flagged for deblending. All the remaining detections are then passed
to the next stage. The peaks �z are used to cut out the emission
regions from the dirty spectra, which are fitted with a simple linear
model implemented through the astropy models.Linear1D function
in order to take into account any possible trend of the continuum
with frequency. Fig. 4.16 shows the dirty spectrum extracted from
the two blended sources showcased in Fig. 4.15, and the Deep GRU’s
predicted emission probability map. Blue vertical bars limit the true
emission ranges of the two sources within the spectrum, while red
ones limit the predicted emission ranges.

3. Source Spectral Focusing (8 - 9): this phase has three main
objectives: (i) to feed to the ResNets the best possible input image
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of the potential candidates in order to ease as much as possible the
morphological parameters detection; (ii) to deblend the sources, and
(iii) to remove false detections. Regarding the first objective, the idea
is to increase as much as possible the Signal to Noise Ratio (SNR)
of the source in the image by cropping a [64, 64] pixel box around its
bounding box and integrating it only within its peak FWHM. This
operation is what we call spectral focusing and the resulting image is
the spectrally focused image. In order to estimate the SNR of a
source, we introduce two SNR measurements:

• Global SNR: we define the Global SNR as:

SNR =
median(xs(r))

var(xn(R� r))
(4.12)

where xs(r) are the values of the source pixels contained within
the circumference of radius r that inscribes the source bounding
box, and xn(R � r) are the pixel values within an annulus of
internal radius r and external radius R which has the same area
of the inscribed circumference;

• Pixel SNR: we define the Pixel SNR as:

snr =
xi

var(X)
(4.13)

where xi is the value of the given pixel, and var(X) is the
variance computed on the full image.

The two SNR measurements are used respectively to distinguish false
detections from true sources and to deblend overlapping sources
within a blob. Fig. 4.17 summarises the false positive detection
pipeline which works in the following way: if a potential source has a
Global SNR higher than 6 (empirical bright source SNR threshold) in
the integrated dirty cube and was not flagged for deblending (due to
the presence of multiple detected peaks in the extracted spectrum),
it is first focused and then passed along to the next stage of the
pipeline; if it has a SNR lower than 6 in the integrated dirty cube,
but there is an increase in the Global SNR when focused, it is also
passed along to the next stage, otherwise, it is discarded as a false
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detection (a condition marked with 1 in Fig. 4.17). The latter case,
in fact, could only happen if the source is integrated outside its true
emission peak, for example over a noise spike. If more than one peak
is found in the potential source spectrum, then there is a chance that
multiple blended sources make the blob (detected by BlobsFinder).
First, the source is focused on the highest peak (primary peak) by
integrating within its extension and the Global SNR calculation is
made to understand if the potential source must be discarded (see
the previous step). Also, the Pixel SNR measurement is used to find
the highest SNR pixel in the image p(x, y), which will act as a ref-
erence for the next phase of the deblending process. The potential
source is then focused around the secondary peaks. For each of these,
if the peak is not superimposed in frequency with the brightest peak,
then by integrating within the extension of the secondary peak, the
brightest source should disappear from the focused image (because it
is integrated outside its emission range), and the pixel SNR measure-
ment is used to find the highest SNR pixel in the image s(x, y). If
this pixel is different from the previously found reference pixel (their
distance is higher than a user defined number of pixels, in our case
3), then the neighbouring pixels around this pixel are linked with a
friend of friends algorithm in an iterative manner. For each itera-
tion, the Global SNR is measured. Pixels are added in this fashion
until a plateau or saturation level in the Global SNR is reached. A
bounding box is then created in order to encompass all the selected
pixels, and a [64, 64] pixel image is cropped around the bounding
box. If instead, the secondary peak overlaps the primary peak in
frequency, and the two pixels coincide spatially (p(x, y) = s(x, y)),
then the secondary peak is discarded as a false detection (i.e. not
considered an independent source with respect to the primary, a con-
dition marked as 2 in Fig. 4.17). If an increase in SNR is recorded
by integrating over the multiple peaks, then the secondary peak is
deemed as part of the primary source and the source emission range
is extended accordingly, otherwise, it is discarded as a noise spike
(false detection). The first condition may happen if DeepGRU mis-
takenly predicts a single true emission peak as two separate peaks or
if Blobs Finder predicts a single true source as two very close blobs,
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while the latter if DeepGRU overpredicts the true emission range.
Finally, all spectrally focused sources with a global SNR lower than
1 are flagged and removed (9).

The deblending method assumes that all sources can be fairly approx-
imated as 2D Gaussians (in the spatial plane) with a single emission
peak in frequency (1D Gaussian), and thus it will need to be modified
whenever our galaxy models will also simulate the velocity disper-
sion and inclination along the line of sight. The introduction of these
parameters in our simulations would, in fact, create more complex
spectral profiles, for example, a source with a high dispersion or
inclination along the line of sight could show multiple peaks in the
spectrum. In this case, the simple logic that we have described above
will need to be revised.

Fig 4.18 showcases the results of the Spectral Focusing of the po-
tential sources detected by Blobs Finder and Deep GRU in the test
cube already displayed in Fig 4.13. By focusing on the two peaks
detected by the Deep GRU (Fig 4.16, the two blended sources pro-
duce two different images (Focused Source 0 and 1) which now can
be analysed independently. It is also worth noticing that by focusing
the source within its effective emission range, the signal from other
sources is suppressed and noise variation is minimised resulting in
a higher SNR than that registered in the reference dirty integrated
image.

4. Morphological Parameters Estimation (10-11): the spectrally
focused images are normalized to the [0, 1] range and then fed to
three specialized ResNets (Sec. 4.2.3). Each ResNet is specialized
in predicting a given morphological parameter of the source in the
image. Namely: the FWHM in the x and y directions and the pro-
jection angle (pa). The first two parameters are predicted in pixel
values, while the angle is directly predicted in degrees (10) measured
in a clockwise fashion. The x and y positions of the source are com-
puted as the photometric barycenters (pixel-weighted centres) of the
Blobs Finder predicted bounding boxes. The predicted parameters
are then used to generate a 2D model of the source, which is a 2D
Gaussian generated at the source position with the predicted mor-



4.2. The Deep Learning Pipeline 95

Figure 4.17. Schema of the False Positives detection and source deblending
pipeline which constitutes step 9 of the source detection and characterisation
pipeline (Fig. 4.12). The numbers 1 and 2 mark the two possible conditions
which may lead to a potential source being defined as a false positive detec-
tion and thus discarded from further analysis. The under-script FG (focused
global) indicates that the global SNR is measured on the focused source, while
L implies a (local) Pixel SNR measurement. With flagged we indicate that
multiple peaks are detected within the potential source’s spectrum and thus is
flagged for deblending. For an in-detail description of this schema see Sec. 4.2.4
(iii) Source Spectral Focusing.
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Figure 4.18. An example of source spectral focusing of sources within a
test set image. On the Left, as a reference, we plot the dirty integrated cube
with the predicted 2D bounding boxes obtained by Blobs Finder highlighted
in different colours. The legend matches the source number to the bounding
box colour in the image and the measured Global SNR (see Eq. 4.12). On the
right, there are the 6 Spectrally Focused images obtained by integrating over
the predicted line extensions found by the Deep GRU and cropping a [64, 64]
pixel image around Blobs Finder’s predicted bounding boxes centres. In each
focused image it is also showcased the measured Global SNR. As can be seen
there is a substantial increase in SNR when sources are focused around their
actual emission ranges.
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phological parameters;

5. 3D Model construction (12): having fitted the source both in
frequency and in the image plane, we combine the two Gaussians to
create a 3D profile of the source, which then is converted into a 3D
segmentation map, i.e. a binary cube with the same shape as the
input dirty cube with all pixels that belong to the source set to 1 and
the rest set to 0. To account for the fact that the convolution with
the dirty beam spreads both the continuum and the line emission in
the image, we dilate the segmentation map by a factor of 1.5. This is
performed to make sure that all the source signal is contained within
the 3D segmentation map.

6. Flux Estimation (13): the dilated 3D segmentation map is then
used to create the model-masked cube by multiplying it with the
dirty cube. The model-masked cube is, therefore, a version of the
dirty cube in which all the pixels outside the source 3D model are
set to zero. The inverse mask is instead used to capture the contin-
uum cube of shape [128 � �z, 256, 256] where �z is the size of the
segmentation mask in frequency channels. The continuum image is
then created by averaging the continuum cube in frequency and the
line emission cube is created through the following formula:

Lz[x, y] = Mz[x, y]� f(z) ⇤ C[x, y] with z 2 �z (4.14)

where Lz[x, y] it the 2D line emission image at slice z, Mz[x, y] is
the model masked 2D image at slice z, C[x, y] is the continuum
image and f(z) is the 1D continuum model. The line emission cube
is integrated along the frequency to create the line emission image
which is fed to a specialized ResNet predicting the source flux density
in mJy/beam.

4.2.5 Training Strategies

In the pipeline, the data flows from one DL model to the next. In par-
ticular, the dirty spectra extracted from Blobs Finder predicted model im-
ages are the inputs of Deep GRU; the outputs of Deep GRU - the denoised
spectra - are combined to produce the focused images used as input for
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the parametric ResNets, and the 3D models constructed with the ResNets
parameters prediction are used to produce the line images, which are the
input of the flux ResNet. Since we work with simulated data, both the
true model images and the parameters of sources within them are known
to us and thus all models within the pipeline can be trained at the same
time on different GPUs by preemptively using the true source parameters
to extract from the cubes the needed spectra and spectrally focused im-
ages, and the line emission images to train respectively Deep GRU and the
ResNets. The problem with this training strategy is that it would not take
into account the fact that Deep GRU and the ResNets, in production, will
not receive perfectly extracted spectra or focused images but the product
of the imperfect prediction of the previous models in the pipeline schema.
Deep GRU could receive (as input) spectra which contain only partially
the source emission, and the ResNets not perfectly focused images. To
account for this, we first trained all models in parallel in order for them to
learn how to solve their respective problems while optimising the pipeline
total training time (which benefits from the fact that the models’ train-
ings are carried on at the same time), and then we also trained each model
(with the same training strategies that we will outline for each model, and
with the exclusion of Blobs Finder which is the first model in the pipeline)
on the un-augmented training set predictions of the previous model. In
this way, each model should be able to correct the mistakes (biases in the
data) of the previous one.

Blobs Finder is trained on pairs of dirty input images (input dirty data
cubes integrated along frequency) and target sky model images (target
sky model cubes integrated along frequency). To achieve translational and
rotational invariance in the network, at each iteration, both input and
target images are randomly rotated by an angle ✓ with ✓ 2 [0�, 360�],
randomly flipped in the x and y planes with a probability of 1 and then
cropped from [360, 360] pixels to [256, 356]. The cropping operation brings
no loss of data, given that all the values in images outside the primary
beam of the simulated ALMA observations (r ⇠ 138 pix) are set to nan
values, and those at the edges of the beam have unreliable SNR. After
cropping, both integrated dirty cubes and target sky model images are
normalized to the [0, 1] range before being fed to Blobs Finder.

The model is trained with an Adam Optimiser [81], which is the opti-
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mization algorithm used to update the weights of the model on the basis of
the loss function. The amount of change imparted to the model’s weights
to minimize the loss is moderated through the learning rate. Adam utilises
a different learning rate for each parameter and updates them on the ba-
sis of the first and second moments of the gradients. Another problem in
DL model’s training, is the possibility of overfitting the data batches in
the first training iterations, given the model’s inherent initial instability
due to the random initialisation of its weights. To prevent that, we adopt
a warm up strategy for the learning rate [52] in which we start with a
learning rate of 0, and we uniformly increase it to 1⇥ 10�4 in the first 10
iterations. The model is then trained for a maximum of 300 epochs, but
we also employ an early stopping criterion based on the validation loss.
If no improvement of validation loss with respect to the moving average
of the last 10 validation losses is registered for 10 consecutive steps, then
training is halted. As outlined in Sec. 4.2.1, Blobs Finder is trained with
the weighted combination of the l1 loss and the DSSIM loss.

l(x, y, t) = a(t)⇥ l1(x, y) + b(t)⇥DSSIM(x, y) (4.15)

where x and y are the prediction and target variables and t is the epoch
counter. The weighting is performed with two variables a and b, which
depend on the epoch counter t. The training begins with a(0) = 1 and
b(0) = 0 in order to first allow the model to learn a median representation
of the data (which should contain information about the PSF and noise
patterns, assumed roughly constant in the data) through the minimization
of the l1 loss. At each epoch, a is decreased by � and b is increased by
the amount in order to slowly transition to the DSSIM loss. In the last
epochs, only the DSSIM loss is effectively used in order to learn the
nuances in the data, such as source positions or morphological properties
(the shape and sizes of the galaxies).

Deep GRU is trained on pairs of dirty spectra (extracted from the dirty
cubes) and clean spectra (extracted from the sky model cubes) through the
bounding boxes obtained from Blobs Finder Prediction (or the known pa-
rameters in case of parallel training) The input dirty spectra are standard-
ized while the target model spectra are normalized to the [0, 1] range. To
train the model, we again use the Adam optimization algorithm, a warm-
up strategy for the learning rate with a working learning rate of 1⇥ 10�4
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and a weight decay of 1⇥ 10�5 to prevent the model from overfitting the
training set. The model is trained for 300 epochs on spectra extracted
through the known parameters and for 50 iterations on spectra extracted
from Blobs Finder’s predictions. We also employ an early-stopping cri-
terium on the basis of the validation loss. The Deep GRU predictions are
used in combination with Blobs Finder’s predictions to extract the spec-
trally focused galaxy images, i.e., 64 ⇥ 64 pixels images with the source
roughly in the centre and normalized to the [0, 1] range (see Sec. 4.2.4 for
more details). As targets for training, we use the true source parameters
used to produce our simulations. The three ResNets for morphological pa-
rameters estimation are trained simultaneously for 300 iterations with the
same stopping criterion set for Blobs Finder’s training on perfectly spec-
trally focused images (obtained through the know source parameters) and
for 50 iterations on the spectrally focused sources obtained through Blobs
Finder and Deep GRU’s predictions. Finally, the outputs of the ResNets
(i.e., the sources’ morphological parameters) are used to construct 3D mod-
els of the galaxies, which are used to create the segmentation masks from
which we measure the continuum and create the line emission cubes and
then the line emission images (for the details, see Sec. 4.2.4 points v and
vi). The last ResNet is trained with the line emission images as inputs
and the fluxes as targets. We use the same training strategy outlined for
the other ResNets.

4.3 Source Detection and Characterisation

In this section, we present the performances of the different steps of
the pipeline over 1, 000 cubes which belong to the Test set. Whereas
possible we also compare the performances of our pipeline with those of
other pipelines widely used in the community: blobcat [57], Sofia-2

[160] and decoras [127].

4.3.1 Source Detection

We start with Blobs Finder’s performance in detecting sources within
the 2D Test set integrated dirty cubes. Following Sec. 4.2.4 step 1, the
output 2D Probabilistic Maps are binarized through a hard threshold of
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0.15, and bounding boxes around islands of connected pixels are extracted.
To check if a source has been detected by Blobs Finder, we measure the 2D
Intersection over Union 2D Intersection over Union (IoU) between the true
2D bounding box and the predicted one, while for Deep GRU the 1D IoU
is measured between the true emission ranges and the detected ones. In
both cases, a threshold of 0.6 is used. To ensure that the central part of the
source emission of a True Positive True Positive (TP) is always detected,
we require the distance between the centres of the true and predicted
bounding boxes to be smaller than 3 pixels. The combination of these
two thresholds should ensure that at least 60% of the 3D emission range
of a source must be captured in order for its prediction to be deemed a
TP. Also, given that the line emission image is created through the dilated
segmentation map, the 0.6 IoU threshold guarantees that 90% of the true
emission range is captured within it.

Getting a good estimate of the centres is important given that, ex-
cept for blended sources that potentially will get a new centre later on in
the pipeline based on the SNR reasoning outlined in Sec. 4.2.4 step 3, the
ResNets will receive as input focused images cropped around the bounding
boxes centres predicted by Blobs Finder. Hence, the closer the centres are
to the true centres, the more sources will be centred in the focused images.
As an example, by looking at the two blended sources in Fig. 4.14, one
can see that the predicted bounding box (in red) encompasses most of the
emission of the extended faint source and the totality of the emission of
the compact source, so there is the potential of detecting both sources in
the spectrum. When applied to the test set, Blobs Finder predicts 4056
(89%) sources (TP) against the true 4, 556 sources (using both the dis-
tance and IoU criteria). 4, 205 (92.3%) sources pass the 2D IoU criterion
only, meaning that an additional 149 sources are detected by Blobs Finder
but are spatially blended with another source. Blobs Finder also misses
354 sources False Negative (FN) and detects 4 False Positives False Posi-
tive (FP). The 4056 bounding boxes are used to extract a corresponding
number of dirty spectra from the dirty cubes. The Deep GRU detects
4, 202 emission peaks out of the 4, 205 present in the extracted spectra but
also produces 62 false positives. To detect and remove false detections and
confirm true ones, sources are ”spectrally focused” within the predicted
frequency emission ranges �z, and SNR checks are made (see Sec. 4.2.4
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(iii) Source Spectral Focusing). The full logic of the FP removal process
is shown in Fig. 4.17. Regarding the 4 FPs detected by Blobs Finder,
when the spectra extracted from the respective bounding boxes are fed
to DeepGRU, it detects no emission peak within 3 of the 4, and thus the
first 3 FPs are discarded as false detections. The last FP is eliminated
through condition 2 of the schema shown in Fig. 4.17. Regarding the 62
FP peaks detected by DeepGRU, 29 were artificial peaks predicted near
the spectral borders (the boundaries of the spectra may be recognised as
peaks given the presence of a discontinuity in the signal) and, after be-
ing identified as primary sources (given the higher amplitude with respect
to the real peaks), they failed the global SNR test when focused in their
emission range (condition 1 in Fig. 4.17) and thus were discarded as false
detections. Of the remaining 33 false detections made by DeepGRU, 31
are eliminated through condition 2 Fig. 4.17. These false peaks are all
superimposed with their respective primary peaks in the spectra and the
pixels with the highest SNR in the primary and secondary peak’s spectrally
focused images are less than 3 pixels apart and thus were considered either
as noise spike or as part of the primary source. The remaining 2 false peaks
produced spectrally focused images with a measured global SNR less than
1 and thus are flagged as false detections. Fig. 4.21 and 4.22 show some
examples of Blobs Finder predictions on the test set. For each block, the
first row shows the input integrated dirty cubes, the middle row the target
sky models, and the bottom row, Blobs Finder predictions.

To compare with blobcat ([57]) and Sofia-2 ([160]), we run both
algorithms on the 1000 dirty images in the test set. Blobcat requires two
parameters: a detection (Td) and cut (Tf ) SNR threshold to decide which
peaks in the image are good candidates for blobs and where to cut the
blobs boundaries around them (in other words: pixels with an SNR higher
than Tf are selected to form islands and island boundaries are defined
by Td). To make the fairest comparison possible, we measured blobcat

performances with different choices of Td and Tf through a grid-search
strategy (Td 2 [2, 15], Tf 2 [1, 10]) and, in this work, we report the best-
obtained results (Td = 8�, Tf = 4�).

The same criterion used for Blobs Finder was used to measure blob-

cat performances. blobcat successfully detects 2, 779 (61%) sources,
produces 2, 429 false detection and misses 1777 sources. The majority of
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sources missed by blobcat are spatially blended with brighter sources, or
present a SNR <= 5.0, or are located at the edges of the images. The
Sofia-2 smooth and clip algorithm (S + C) algorithm works by iteratively
smoothing the data cube on multiple spatial and spectral scales to extract
statistically significant emissions above a user-specified detection threshold
on each scale.

Guided by the spatial and frequency sizes of the simulated sources, we
employed spatial and frequency kernel sizes of [3, 5, 7, 9, 11], and a source
finding threshold of 0.5. The algorithm proceeds by linking together mean-
ingful detections with a friend-of-friend algorithm; we employed a grid-
searching strategy to find the best possible spatial linking radii in the im-
age and frequency dimensions of the cube within the interval [1, 5] pixels.
Finally, the algorithm removes false positives on the basis of a reliability
score based on the source SNR. We employ a SNR threshold of 2 and we
let the algorithm automatically select the other thresholds. We limit the
detection area of Sofia-2 by setting the masking to a 256 pixel size square
centred in the image. This is performed in order to cut the low SNR out-
skirt of the dirty images. Sofia-2 detects 1010 (22%) sources, produces
4011 false detections and misses 3546 sources. Most false positives are
located at the spatial edges of the image, while it misses most blended
sources by merging their emissions with other sources which leads to all
involved sources failing the 2D IoU or distance-based thresholds.

The decoras ([127]) pipeline is constituted by two Deep Convolu-
tional Autoencoders, the first one works exactly like our Blobs Finder, the
second one takes [128, 128] pixel cropped images around the first Autoen-
coder’s predictions and predicts the source structure which is then fitted
with a 2D Gaussian Function to find the source morphology. Our simulated
cubes contain multiple sources while decoras assumes that there is a sin-
gle source in each cube and thus the characterisation part of the pipeline
cannot be used to detect sources. For such reason, we compare our results
with those by decoras only on the detection part of the problem. First
of all, following the guidelines outlined in their article, we re-implemented
their Convolutional Autoencoder. The main architectural differences be-
tween our Convolutional Autoencoder and theirs are: their latent space
contains 256 atoms, while our 1024; they perform spatial upsampling by
only using chained Transposed Convolutions, while we use a combination
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of Bilinear Interpolation, Transposed Convolutions and Convolutions; and
their Encoder and Decoder contain half our convolutional layers. In their
paper, they train their Autoencoder with two loss functions: the Binary
Cross Entropy Binary Cross Entropy (BCE) loss and the Mean Squared
Logarithm loss (MSLE), and deem as correct predictions only those sources
which are predicted by both models and whose distance (measured from
the source centres found through the blob_dog scikit-image algorithm) is
less than 3 pixels. We trained and tested their model with both loss func-
tions using the same criteria outlined in Sec. 4.2.5 for Blobs Finder. After
seeing that no meaningful result could be obtained with the BCE, we only
use the model trained with the MSLE to perform the source detection on
the 1000 dirty integrated images in the test set. Given that the blob_dog
algorithm only finds coordinates of the sources and does not output their
emission boundaries, needed to create bounding boxes with which measure
the IoUs, we make two performance measurements. The first one relaxes
the source detection criterion and only uses the distance-based threshold,
while the second one uses both the distance and IoU criteria. To get
bounding boxes from blob_dog outputs we use, for each blob detected by
the algorithm, the best matching kernel standard deviations to create a
radius of emission from which derive bounding boxes with the following
equation:

r =
p
(3 ⇤ �b)2 (4.16)

where r is the obtained radius, and �b is the standard deviation of the
best fitting kernel. decoras detects 4, 100 (89.9%) sources, produces 759
false detections and misses 456 (10.1%) sources using only the distance
based threshold. The number of detected sources drops to 3, 560 (78.2%)
if also the IoU-based threshold is used, while the number of false positives
stays the same, and the number of missed sources rises to 996 (21.9%). In
Table 4.4 we summarise the source detection performances for all meth-
ods. The two DL-based pipelines achieve improved performances over their
traditional counterparts. By taking a look at decoras performances, es-
pecially if only the distance-based criterium is used, one can see that they
are similar to those of our Blobs Finder with respect to the number of
TP while the number of FP is much higher. This behaviour could be
connected to the use of subsequent Transposed Convolutions to perform
spatial upsampling in the Decoder part of the network [161] which may
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lead to artefacts being mistaken as blobs by blob_dog. Regarding the FP
detection and removal, we show both the performances without the use of
FP detection and removal pipeline (BF + DeepGRU) and those with it
(Pipeline).
Blobs Finder Blobs Finder (BF) and Deep GRU have a False Positive
Rate False Positives Rate (FPR) respectively of ⇠ 10�3 (Blobs Finder)
and ⇠ 10�2 (Deep GRU) and a combined number of 66 FPs which is al-
ready within acceptable limits. Nevertheless, the FP removal pipeline is
able to correctly identify and remove all of them. While the false detec-
tions made by Blobs Finder were trivial to identify and remove and may
continue to be so in the case of real data (no relevant peak was detected in
the corresponding spectra by Deep GRU), the logic we used in removing
the false detections made by Deep GRU that were due to a single true
emission peak being detected as two superimposed peaks, will require fur-
ther investigation. In fact, if the velocity dispersion and inclination with
respect to the line of sight are taken into account (both factors are not
yet present in our current simulations), the hypothesis that the spatial
position of the brightest pixel of a source should remain constant within
its spectral emission range no longer holds. Thus, the criterium which we
employ to separate a true secondary peak from a false detection cannot
be used anymore and needs to be modified. Blobs Finders’ and decoras’
low numbers of FPs with respect to Sofia-2 and blobcat are explain-
able due to the DL models’ capabilities of approximating the dirty beam.
While Blobs Finder improved performances over decoras is due to ar-
chitectural choices and training strategies, we believe that if dirty beam
variations are increased by simulating multiple antenna configurations and
observing conditions (integration time or azimuth), the number of FPs
detected by both models will probably increase due to the increased com-
plexity required to approximate a more realistic variating PSF. Fig. 4.19
shows the histograms of flux densities (left) and the blendness scores (right)
of the detections made by our pipeline, Blobs Finder, and by decoras.
The blendness score is defined as the maximum IoU between a source true
bounding box and all other source bounding boxes within an image and
can be used as a proxy to quantify how much different sources are spatially
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Figure 4.19. Left: histograms of the detected sources flux densities. Right:
cumulative histogram of the detected sources blendness score (see the text).
In both histograms, we compare our detection pipeline (Blobs Finder + Deep
GRU), our implementation of Blobs Finder, decoras implementation of Blobs
Finder and, we report the histograms for all the test set distribution.

blended. Mathematically we define it as:

bi = max(IoU(boxi, boxj)) for j 2 [1, N ] (4.17)

where N is the total number of sources within the image. If the blend-
ness is 0, it means that the source is spatially isolated in the cube, while
a blendness of 1 means that the source is spatially superimposed to at
least another source in the cube. We also report all the test set values for
comparison. Our implementation of Blobs Finder is equivalent to dec-

oras’s implementation regarding the minimum detected flux density of
1.31 mJy/beam but it seems to be more effective in deblending sources.
Blobs Finder detects sources up to a blendness value of 0.232, while dec-

oras reaches at most 0.021. It has to be said that also this difference in
performance could be connected to the different ways the two pipelines
extract bounding boxes from the model images produced by the Autoen-
coders and not to the quality of the images themselves. To eliminate the
effect of the extraction algorithm from our comparison, we compare the
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Figure 4.20. Left: Blobs Finder predicted 2D probabilistic map; Center: true
sky model image; Right: decoras implementation of Blobs Finder predicted
2D probabilistic map. Predictions and target images have been cropped to
128 by 128 around sources, to better showcase the reconstruction quality.

measured mean structural similarity index (mSSIM) between the true sky
model test set images, Blobs Finder predictions and decoras predictions.
Blobs Finder achieved a mSSIM on the test set of 0.003, while our imple-
mentation of decoras achieved a mSSIM of 0.008. Fig. 4.20 shows the
direct visual comparison between the true target sky model image (centre),
Blobs Finder (left) and decoras (right).

Deep GRU (and Source Spectral Focusing) does not improve on the
minimum detected flux, but deblends sources and in fact pushes the max-
imum detected source blendness to 0.66 which is the maximum blendness
simulated in the data.

4.3.2 Source characterisation

The 4, 202 focused images are fed to the 3 ResNets (steps 10 and 11 of
the pipeline) each one fine-tuned to predict one of the three morphological
parameters: FWHMx, FWHMy, and pa. The source positions x and y
are computed as the pixel-weighted centres of the sources bounding boxes,
while the peaks frequency positions z and extensions �z are computed by
fitting 1D Gaussians to the clean peaks found by Deep GRU. The sources
parameters are used to create the Line Emission Image (see 4.2.4 Flux
Estimation)

Fig 4.23 shows the scatter plots of the true parameters versus the pre-
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Algorithm TP / FP FN
BF + DeepGRU 4202 (92.3%) 63 354 (7.7%)
Pipeline 4202 (92.3%) 0 354 (7.7%)
blobcat 2779 (61%) 2429 1777 (39%)
Sofia-2 1010 (22%) 4011 3546 (78%)
decoras 3560 (78.2%) 759 996 (21.9%)
Algorithm Precision Recall Mean IoU
BF + DeepGRU 0.98 0.923 0.74
Pipeline 1.0 0.923 0.74
blobcat 0.53 0.609 0.61
Sofia-2 0.20 0.22 0.63
decoras 0.82 0.78 0.60

Table 4.4. Comparison between the sequential application of Blobs Finder
and DeepGRU (BF + DeepGRU), the sequential pipeline completed with the
Spectral Focusing for FPs removal and deblending (Pipeline), blobscat, Sofia-
2 and decoras. Columns show true positives (TP), false positives (FP),
false negatives (FN), precision, recall and mean intersection over union (Mean
IoU) between true bounding boxes and predicted ones. TP and FN are also
expressed as fractions over the total number of sources.
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Figure 4.21. Examples of Blobs Finder predictions on the test Set. The
first row shows input integrated dirty cubes, the middle row the target sky
models, and the bottom row, Blobs Finder predicted 2D Source Probability
maps. In green are outlined (in the dirty and sky models images) the true
bounding boxes, while in red are the predicted bounding boxes extracted by
thresholding the probability maps.



110
Chapter 4. Detection and Characterization of ALMA Sources through Deep

Learning

Figure 4.22. Examples of Blobs Finder predictions on the test Set. The first
row shows input integrated dirty cubes, the middle row the target sky models,
and the bottom row, Blobs Finder predicted 2D Source Probability maps. In
green are outlined (in the dirty and sky models images) the true bounding
boxes, while in red the predicted bounding boxes extracted by thresholding
the probability maps.
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Parameter Residual mean std
x (pixels) �0.004 0.73
y (pixels) �0.005 0.67
FWHMx (pixels) �0.04 0.46
FWHMy(pixels) �0.12 0.45
z(slices) 0.0 0.003
�z (slices) 0.0 0.001
pa (degrees) �0.65 20.28
flux (mJy/beam) �9.56 20.08

Table 4.5. This table shows the mean and standard deviation of all the resid-
ual distributions between the true target parameters and the predictions made
by our pipeline. The x and y positions are computed from Blobs Finder pre-
dicted blobs, z positions and extensions �z are computed from Deep GRU pre-
dictions, and the remaining parameters are predicted from the four ResNets.
Alongside each parameter, we also indicate their unit of measurement.

dicted ones and the corresponding residuals histograms. The residuals are
produced, for each parameter through the following equation:

resi = (ti � pi) (4.18)

where resi is the residual for the i-th parameter, ti is the true parameter
value, while pi is the predicted one. Tab. 4.5 summarises the performances
showing, for each parameter, the mean and standard deviation of the resid-
ual distribution.

The source positions (spatial, frequency) and extensions (FWHMx,
FWHMy and �z) are detected with sub-pixel accuracies. Concerning
the performances on the flux densities and projection angle regression, the
relative error is defined as follows:

reli = (ti � pi)/ti (4.19)

where reli, ti and pi are, respectively, the relative error, the true parameter
value and the predicted one for the i-th parameter. The achieved relative
errors for the flux densities are 0.07 with a standard deviation of 0.36. In
particular, 68% of sources have a relative error on the flux density which
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Figure 4.23. Scatter plots of the true parameter values against the models’
predictions and the corresponding residuals histograms. The red dotted lines
in each scatter plot represent the bisector of the quadrant, i.e. if all instances
were perfectly predicted, they would all lie on the red line.



4.3. Source Detection and Characterisation 113

Figure 4.24. Scatter plot of the sources SNR against their flux densities
relative errors. Vertical bars divide the plot in sections of SNR. The legend
shows, for each SNR interval, the standard deviation of the relative errors.
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Figure 4.25. Scatter plot of the sources’ absolute projection angle residual
errors against their eccentricity, defined as the ratio of their FWHMs. The
vertical bar delimits the 10% mark for the residual error, while the sources
highlighted in orange are circular (e ' 1) and the ones in red have surface
brightness lower than 30 mJy / beam. These sources account for respectively
47.4 and 43.7 of all sources with a relative error higher than 10%.
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is less than 1% away from the true value, 80% less than 10% and 87% less
than 20%. Regarding the projection angles, 53% of sources have a relative
error which is less than 1% away from the true value, 73% less than 10%
and 81% less than 20%. The scatter plot of true pa versus predicted ones
(Fig. 4.23 last row, third panel from the left) shows two regions where
the nets fail to make accurate predictions, namely, around the values of 0
and 90 degrees. This could be expected given the well-known degeneracy
encountered in measuring projection angles for almost circular sources.
Fig. 4.25 shows the scatter plot of the absolute values of the residuals on
the projection angle estimation versus the source eccentricity (defined as
e = FWHMx/FWHMy). 47.4% of all sources with a residual error higher
than 10% are almost circular (e ⇠ 1) and 43.7% have a surface brightness
less than 30 mJy / beam. Regarding the surface brightness estimation,
the scatter plot of the true flux density versus the predicted one shows
that at higher fluxes, the predictive error increases. This behaviour can
be explained due to the fact that the brightest sources represent only 16%
of the data set and that the ResNet is trained, by minimizing the l1 loss,
to predict the median of brightness distribution which is 51.2 in our Train
set. The combination of the choice of the loss function and scarcity of
bright sources in the data encourages the model to focus more on less
bright sources while treating bright sources as outliers. Fig. 4.24 shows
the scatter plot of the sources SNR against relative errors on the flux
estimations. The standard deviation of the flux relative errors distribution
halves for sources with SNR higher than 10 with respect to fainter sources.

4.4 Sky Model Reconstruction, comparison with

tCLEAN

In order to compare the image reconstruction capabilities of Blobs
Finder with respect to tCLEAN, we re-run our simulation code on the
1000 sky-model cubes setting the number of tCLEAN iterations to 200.
This way, for each sky model cube, we obtain the corresponding sky-model
reconstruction cube generated by tCLEAN. The obtained 1000 tCLEAN

cleaned cubes are integrated along frequency to get the integrated images,
and normalized to the [0, 1] range. To measure and compare the true sky
model reconstruction performance, we utilise two metrics: the mean struc-



116
Chapter 4. Detection and Characterization of ALMA Sources through Deep

Learning

Algorithm mSSIM MRS
BF 0.003 �0.0006
tCLEAN 0.45 0.05

Table 4.6. The table shows the mean structural similarity index (mSSIM)
and the mean residual score (MRS) between the true sky model images, Blobs
Finder (BF) and tCLEAN reconstruction over the Test set.

tural similarity index (mSSIM) and the mean residual score Mean Residual
Score (MRS). To compute the mean residual score, first the residual image
is computed as follows:

resij = (tij � pij) 8i, j 2 [256, 256] (4.20)

where tij is the pixel value at index i, j of the sky-model image and pij
is the pixel value of Blobs Finder or tCLEAN reconstructions. The mean
residual is then computed as the mean of the residual image and the mean
score is the average mean residual over the entire Test set.

Table 4.6 shows the mSSIM and MRS computed on the 1000 Test set
images. An improvement of two orders of magnitudes on both metrics is
reached when employing Blobs Finder. Figures 4.26, 4.27, 4.28, 4.29, 4.30,
4.31 show several examples of target Sky Model images reconstructions. In
particular, Fig. 4.27, 4.28 show the residual images (see Eq. 4.20) relative
to the example showcased in the first row of Fig. 4.26, and Fig. 4.30, 4.31
for the first row of Fig. 4.29. Blobs Finder shows better reconstruction ca-
pabilities characterised by residuals centred around zero and with a lower
scatter with respect to that of tCLEAN residuals. Regarding computa-
tional times, Blobs Finder made its predictions on the entire Test set in
23 seconds employing a single NVIDIA Tesla K20, while tCLEAN took
4.3 minutes per cube utilising 8 Intel Xeon E5-2680 CPUs. Given the 400
CPUs at our disposal, we run it on 50 cubes at a time in parallel obtaining
a total computational time of 1.5 hours. Employing BlobsFinder for the
reconstruction task on the entire Test set results in a speed-up factor of
200 on our system with respect to tCLEAN. The speed-up is even more
if tCLEAN is used in a serial fashion.
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Figure 4.26. Examples of Dirty Images (first column), target Sky Models
(second), Blobs Finder’s reconstructions (third) and tCLEAN reconstructions
with niter = 200 (forth). Fig. 4.27 and Fig. 4.28 show the residual images
relative to the first row’s images of this figure.
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Figure 4.27. Residual Image created through Eq. 4.20 between the target
Sky Model and Blobs Finder’s predicted reconstruction. The two scatter plots
show the marginal distributions obtained by summing pixel values along each
row and column of the image, respectively. The Dirty image, The Sky Model
image and Blobs Finder’s prediction relative to the residual image shown in
this figure are showcased in the first row of Fig. 4.26.
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Figure 4.28. Residual Image created through Eq. 4.20 between the target Sky
Model and tCLEAN reconstruction.The two scatter plots show the marginal
distributions obtained by summing pixel values along each row and column
of the image, respectively. The Dirty image, Sky Model image and tCLEAN
reconstruction relative to the residual image shown in this figure are showcased
in the first row of Fig. 4.26.
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Figure 4.29. Examples of Dirty Images (first column), target Sky Models
(second), Blobs Finder’s reconstructions (third) and tCLEAN reconstructions
with niter = 200 (fourth). Fig. 4.30 and Fig. 4.31 show the residual images
relative to the first row’s images of this figure.
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Figure 4.30. Residual Image created through Eq. 4.20 between the target
Sky Model and Blobs Finder’s predicted reconstruction. The two scatter plots
show the marginal distributions obtained by summing pixel values along each
row and column of the image, respectively. The Dirty image, The Sky Model
image and Blobs Finder’s prediction relative to the residual image shown in
this figure are showcased in the first row of Fig. 4.29.
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Figure 4.31. Residual Image created through Eq. 4.20 between the target
Sky Model and tCLEAN reconstruction. The two scatter plots show the
marginal distributions obtained by summing pixel values along each row and
column of the image, respectively. The Dirty image, Sky Model image and
tCLEAN reconstruction relative to the residual image shown in this figure
are showcased in the first row of Fig. 4.29.
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4.5 Discussion and Conclusions

The transition of many existing and planned radio interferometers to
the Terabyte data regime requires the community to develop automatized
source detection and characterisation pipelines capable to cope with data
streams of ever-increasing size and complexity. In recent years several
attempts have been made to use deep learning in order to speed up proce-
dures and to make the detection pipeline less subjective. In this Chapter
we present a novel deep-learning-based source detection and characteri-
sation pipeline for radio interferometric datacubes. This pipeline works
directly on dirty interferometric calibrated data cubes which have not
undergone any prior de-convolution (i.e., on the results of the Fourier
transform applied to the calibrated visibility data) and combines spatial
and frequency information to detect and characterize sources within the
cubes. The pipeline was fine-tuned on the characteristics of ALMA data
(commonly processed with the CASA software). Nonetheless, given the
similarities existing among radio interferometric data from different in-
struments, the pipeline can be exported (in presence of a large enough
number of simulations for training) to other instruments (such as LOFAR,
SKA, VLBI, VLTI). Given the obtained reconstruction capabilities, the
proposed pipeline has the potential to support CASA with a new de-
sign for image reconstruction and/or to provide a speed-up procedure for
convergence purposes. Regarding the obtained performances, while Blobs
Finder seems to be able to outperform tCLEAN in both speed and perfor-
mance, this result was only obtained on simulated cubes containing simple
point-like sources. Further investigations will be required on cubes con-
taining sources with extended emissions and complex morphologies and
on real data. Summarising: the pipeline is composed of six deep learning
models interconnected through logical operations: Blobs Finder detects
sources within the frequency-integrated data cubes, Deep GRU exploits
the frequency domain and detects emission peaks in the spectra extracted
from sources detected by Blobs Finder, and the ResNets regress the source
parameters from ’spectrally focused’ images created by cropping spatially
around the sources, and integrating within their emission range found by
Deep GRU, and the line emission images created by masking the cube
with the 3D emission models found by combining Blobs Finder and Deep
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GRU predicted emission ranges (in the spatial and frequency planes of the
cube, respectively). In order to test the performances of the pipeline, an
ALMA observation simulation code was developed. The simulation code
is made available through GitHub allows the community to generate thou-
sands of ALMA data cubes in parallel. The source detection capabilities
of the pipeline can be summarised by the performances achieved on the
test set: 92.3% of the simulated sources are detected with no false posi-
tives. While the achieved performances are promising for the prospect of
applying the pipeline to real data, the low FPRs of the DL models and the
subsequent removal of the remaining FPs through SNR and geometrical
criteria (FP detection and source deblending step) are closely related to
the simplified assumptions that were made to generate the mock data. In-
tegration times and antenna configurations are kept constant resulting in
a very low dirty beam variation across the data. Only single peak spectra
are simulated without taking into consideration the effects of inclination
with the observer’s line of sight or velocity dispersion within the galaxy,
resulting in simplified spectral profiles. Quality assessment is performed
by comparing our results with three other methods, blobcat, Sofia-2

and decoras. We notice a substantial improvement in both precision
and recall with respect to the first two methods and a smaller improve-
ment with respect to decoras. Regarding the source characterisation
performances, source positions are found with subpixel errors in spatial
and frequency domains, while projection angles and flux densities esti-
mations show a relative error within the standard amplitude calibration
error of interferometric data (' 10% [36]) for respectively 73% and 80%
of all sources. Regarding the projection angle regression, the ResNet is
not able to correctly predict this parameter for circular sources only, being
trivial. Given the insights obtained from the analysis of the ResNet per-
formances, a way to avoid the futile regression of the projection angle on
circular sources could be to first compute the source eccentricity (from the
predicted FWHMx and FWHMy) and then regress the projection angle
only for non-circular sources. The flux relative error increases with source
brightness and decreases with SNR. While explaining the latter trend is
easy, the first appears to be counterintuitive. In fact, the brighter a source
is, the easier it should be to measure its flux density. This trend comes
from the fact that our simulations contain many more faint sources than
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bright ones (see Fig. 4.4) and from our choice of training the ResNet with
an l1 loss. Regarding the execution time, our pipeline can process a sim-
ulated data cube (67.3 MBs) in ⇠ 10 ms. Although the DL pipeline has
not yet been tailored for use within CASA, the technique is capable to
speed up and improve over tCLEAN by leveraging correlations in all di-
mensions of the cube. In fact, we aim at improving our simulation code to
include more complex galaxy morphologies, using physically-based mod-
els for the galaxy kinematics, and employ spectral catalogues to generate
several spectral profiles for different classes of sources with the primary
goal of improving the quality of our simulations, and the additional goal
of having a publicly available and easy to use simulation code that the
community may use to generate common data sets on which compare dif-
ferent architectures. Alongside we want to modify our pipeline to account
for much more complex spectral profiles. The DL pipeline is currently tai-
lored to detect single-peak emission lines, assuming that celestial sources
have a single positively defined emission peak in their spectra. The above
does not hold for absorption line detection or for sources with multi-peak
spectral profiles. Both the peak detection (on Deep GRUs denoised spec-
tra) and FP detection and removal (on spectrally focused images through
SNR criteria) algorithms will thus need to be modified when dealing with
real observations. I’m also planning to make an assessment on faint sig-
nal detection, especially in the presence of strong sidelobes in the cubes
and asses the pipeline capabilities in the case of data containing several
uv coverages and array configurations, which should result in a greater
variation of the dirty beam within the data, thus posing a more complex
image reconstruction problem. Furthermore, we also plan to make tests
about incorporating the dirty beam within our pipeline in order to im-
prove the image reconstruction capabilities and to test the FP removal
pipeline against a DL classifier based on our ResNet architecture in case
of the aforementioned more complex data. The DL pipeline is going to
be further extended on continuum imaging and applied to real ALMA ob-
servations with the aim of finding new faint serendipitous galaxies in the
neighbourhood of brighter companions. This task has been proven difficult
for classical algorithms.
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Data and Software Availability

The simulation code to generate the data used in this work is made
publicly available through GitHub (ALMASim �). Detailed instructions
on how to set up a python environment with all the pip packages needed to
run the code and generate the data are outlined in the repository. The sim-
ulation code has been tested only on Unix distributions (Ubuntu, CentOS,
macOS) and is composed of two bash scripts and several python scripts
which generate the sky models, run the CASA tasks to simulate ALMA ob-
servations and produce the cubes, control the noise properties, and record
the source parameters. The bash scripts are written for the IBISCO ar-
chitecture which uses the slurm workload manager to split computations
among nodes, and thus they should be changed to reflect the architecture
on which they are executed. On our system, 5, 000 cube pairs were gen-
erated on 400 Intel Xeon E5-2680 CPUs in around a day. The pipeline is
also implemented in python and made publicly available through GitHub
(DeepFocus �). The Deep Learning models, the data loading, augmenta-
tion, training and testing routines are written through the pytorch library.
While the simulation code is fully documented, at the time of writing of
this paper, the documentation for the pipeline is still under construction.
Basic instructions on how to run the training and testing of the pipeline
are outlined on the GitHub page. Also in this case, the script parameters
are tailored for the IBISCO architecture and should be changed accord-
ingly. Blobs Finder’ training lasted ⇠ 4 hours on a 2 NVIDIA Tesla K20
and it made the predictions on the test set in ⇠ 23 seconds including I/O
operations. While Blobs Finder was trained on two GPUS, Deep GRU and
the ResNets were trained on a single NVIDIA Tesla K20. Regarding the
name of the pipeline, given its modularity, it will probably not hold for
long and will be reformulated once more extensive tests are made over the
several problems which are investigated in this paper: image reconstruc-
tion, source detection and source characterisation. Deep GRU’s training
lasted ⇠ 20 minutes on spectra produced from the truth catalogue and
⇠ 3 minutes on Blobs Finder’s predictions on the training set, and it made
the predictions on the test set in ⇠ 9 seconds including I/O operations.
Each ResNet’s training lasted ⇠ 2 hours on spectrally focused images (or
line emission images for flux density regression) produced from the truth
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catalogue, ⇠ 30 minutes on spectrally focused images produced from Blobs
Finder and Deep GRU predictions, and predictions on the test set were
made in ⇠ 5 seconds including I/O operations.
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Chapter 5
The SKA Data Challenge 2:

Detection and

Characterisation of SKA

Sources through Deep

Learning

I must not fear. Fear is the
mind-killer. Fear is the little-death
that brings total obliteration. I will
face my fear. I will permit it to pass
over me and through me. And when
it has gone past I will turn the inner
eye to see its path. Where the fear
has gone there will be nothing. Only
I will remain.

Frank Helbert, Dune

The Square Kilometre Array Observatory SKA Observatory (SKAO)
is a next-generation radio interferometer currently being built by an inter-
national collaboration. The project is currently in a very advanced stage
(with two prototypes: The Australian Square Kilometer Array Pathfinder
(ASKAP) [72] and MERKAAT [5] already operational) and aims at build-
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ing the world’s largest radio telescope, with eventually over a square kilo-
metre (one million square metres) of collecting area. SKA requires a huge
leap forward in both engineering and research & development towards
building and delivering a unique instrument which can be rightly consid-
ered as the largest scientific endeavour in history. SKA will eventually use
thousands of dishes and up to a million low-frequency antennas to explore
the radio sky to new depths marking a paradigm shift not only in the way
we see the Universe but also in how we undertake scientific investigation.
SKA will in fact produce up to 1.5 PBs of raw data/day and more than
100 TBs of processed data/day. This huge amount of data will need to be
captured, transported, processed, stored, shared and analysed using auto-
matic methods. Innovations developed in order to enable the SKA data
journey will drive forward data technologies across software, hardware and
logistics.

In order to support the community to prepare for such rich datasets, the
SKAO has established a series of Science Data Challenges (SDCs). Each
challenge involves some combination of real or simulated datasets designed
to be as similar as possible to the future SKA data. More than 100 par-
ticipants groups, including myself alongside other COIN Cosmostatistics
Initiative (COIN) members, were invited to participate in the SKA Data
Challenge 21 SKA Data Challenge 2 (SKADC2) which run between the
1st February of 2021 and the 31st of July.

This Chapter is arranged as follows: In Sec. 5.1 we outline relevant
information about the SKADC2 and the simulated data product that was
made available to its participants; In Sec. 5.2 we describe in details my
team solution to the Challenge, a DL based pipeline, and its revision that
I made, after the challenge completion, in order to address its shortcom-
ings and greatly boost its performances, and other relevant architectures
that participated to the challenge. In Sec. 5.3 we show the results of the
challenge, and the improvements we have obtained after the challenge con-
clusion. In Sec. 5.4 we make our concluding remarks.

1https://sdc2.astronomers.skatelescope.org
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5.1 The SKA Data Challenge 2

The Challenge consisted in the detection and characterisation of HI
sources within a dataset consisting in a 5851 ⇥ 5851 ⇥ 6668 pixels2 HI3
imaging data cube simulating a future SKA MID spectral line observation
with the following specifications:

1. 20 square degrees field of view.

2. 7 arcsec beam size, sampled with 2.8⇥ 2.8 arcsec pixels.

3. 950–1150 MHz bandwidth, sampled with a 30 kHz resolution. This
corresponds to a redshift interval z = 0.235–0.4954.

4. Noise consistent with a 2000-hour total observation.

5. Systematics including imperfect continuum subtraction, simulated
RFI flagging and excess noise due to RFI.

The HI data cube was accompanied by a radio continuum data cube cov-
ering the same field of view at the same spatial resolution, with a 950-1400
MHz frequency range at a 50 MHz frequency resolution. Together with the
full-size Challenge dataset, two smaller datasets were made available for
development and testing purposes. Generated using the same procedure as
the full-size dataset but with a different statistical realisation, the ‘devel-
opment’ and ‘large development’ datasets were provided along with truth
catalogues of HI sources. A further ‘evaluation’ dataset was provided with-
out a truth catalogue, in order to allow teams to validate their methods in

2
The dimension corresponding to two spatial directions on the plane of the sky and

one spectral dimension corresponding to the different frequency channels.
3
HI stands for Neutral Hydrogen. Neutral Hydrogen produces a hyperfine quantum

transition which is detected at 21.1 cm wavelength and is the most used tracer to

investigate the distribution of gas in the universe.
4
Due to the expansion of the universe, distant galaxies recede from us at a speed

which is proportional to their distance. As a result of the relativistic Doppler effect, this

allows us to derive distances by measuring the wavelength shift of any specific spectral

line with respect to its rest frame position. The redshift z is defined as: z = ��

�0
'

D

c
H(t0). Where �� is the shift, �0 is the rest-frame wav., H is the Hubble constant, c

is the speed of light and D is the distance of the galaxy. This simple relation allows once

you have selected a specific line, to convert a given frequency range into an observability

redshift range.
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a blind way prior to application to the full dataset. The evaluation dataset
was also used by teams to gain access to the full-size data cube hosted at a
SKADC2 partner facility. Access was granted upon submission of a source
catalogue based on the evaluation dataset and matching a required format.
The development and evaluation datasets were made available for down-
load prior to and during the Challenge. The Challenge organisers gave
us computational resources through the GENCI-IDRIS – Orsay, France
supercomputer. The challenge consists of two separate steps:

Source finding: defined as the detection of the pixels belonging to the
galaxies in order to provide the coordinates of their dynamical centre
as RA (degrees), Dec (degrees) and central frequency (Hz).

Source characterisation, defined as the recovery of the following proper-
ties:

1. Integrated line flux (Jy Hz): the total line flux integrated over
the signal

R
Fd⌫ .

2. HI size (arcsec): the HI major axis diameter at 1 M� pc�2.
3. Line width (km s�1): the observed line width at 20% of its

peak.
4. Position angle (degrees): the angle of the major axis of the

receding side of the galaxy, measured anticlockwise from North.
5. Inclination angle (degrees): the angle between line-of-sight and

a line normal to the plane of the galaxy.

The scoring of the Challenge also reflects the two separate steps:

1. Source Finding scoring: A cross match procedure is used to check for
detected sources within the truth catalogue. The cross-match proce-
dure considers the position of a source in the 3D cube, identified by
RA, Dec and central frequency. All submitted sources with positions
within which a truth catalogue source is in range are recorded as
matches. For each submitted source, this range in the spatial and
frequency dimensions is determined by the beam-convolved submit-
ted HI size and the line width, respectively. Detections that do not
have a true source within this range are recorded as false positives.
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Matched detections are further filtered by considering the range of
the matched truth sources. Detections which lie outside the beam-
convolved HI size and the line width of the matched truth source
are at this stage also rejected and recorded as false positives. It is
possible that the cross-match returns multiple submitted sources per
true source. In that case, all matches are retained and scored indi-
vidually. The reasoning behind this choice is that components of HI
sources, especially in the velocity field, could be correctly identified
but interpreted as separate sources. If that were the case, classifying
them as false positives would be too much of a penalty. All submitted
sources matched to the same true source are inversely weighted by
the number of multiple matches during the scoring step. During the
cross-matching, it is also possible for more than one true source to
be matched with a single submitted source. In these cases, only the
match between the submitted source and truth source which yields
the lowest multi-parameter error (eq. 5.1) is retained. This procedure
ensures that matches in crowded regions will take into account the
resemblance of a true source to a submitted source, in addition to its
position. A final step is performed to compare the multi-dimensional
error with a threshold value, above which any nominally matched
submitted sources are discarded and counted as false positives. The
multi-parameter error D is calculated using the Euclidean distance
between truth and submitted sources in normalised parameter space:

D = (D2
pos +D2

freq +D2
HI size +D2

line width +D2
flux)

1
2 , (5.1)

where the errors on parameters of spatial position, central frequency,
line width and integrated line flux have been normalised following
the definitions in Table 5.1. The error in HI size is at this stage nor-
malised by the beam-convolved true HI size in order not to lead to the
preferential rejection of unresolved sources. The multi-dimensional
error threshold is set at 5, i.e. the sum in quadrature of unit nor-
malised error values.

2. Source characterisation: For all detections that have been identi-
fied as a match, properties are compared with the truth catalogue
and a score is assigned per property and per source. The following
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properties are considered for accuracy: sky position (RA, Dec), HI
size, integrated line flux, central frequency, position angle, inclina-
tion angle and line width. Each attribute j of a submitted source i
contributes a maximum weighted score wj

i of 1/7, so that the maxi-
mum weighted score wi for a single matched source is 1:

wi =
7X

j=1

wj
i . (5.2)

The weighted score of each property of a source is determined by

wj
i =

1

7
min

(
1,

thrj

errji

)
, (5.3)

where errji is the error on the attribute and thrj is a threshold ap-
plied to that attribute for all sources. Errors calculated in this step
are detailed in Table 5.1, along with corresponding threshold values.
Finally, the weighted scores of submitted sources are averaged over
any duplicate matches with unique truth sources.

The final score is determined by subtracting the number of false positives
Nfalse from the summed weighted scores wi of all Nmatch unique matched
sources:

final score =
NmatchX

i

wi �Nfalse. (5.4)

5.2 The Pipeline

In this chapter two Deep Learning pipelines are presented: the first one,
referred as the COIN pipeline, is showcased in Fig. 5.1 and was developed
in collaboration with other COIN scientists within the SKADC2 challenge;
the second one, referred as the Revised pipeline, is showcased in Fig. 5.2
and has been developed after the completion of the challenge in order
to improve on the obtained results. The second pipeline was built upon
the first one in order to solve its two main shortcomings: a high number
of false detections (FPs), and poor segmentation performances. The two
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Property Error term Threshold

RA and Dec, x, y Dpos =
(x� x0)2 + (y � y0)2

S0 0.3

HI size, S DHI size =
|S � S0|

S0 0.3

Integrated line flux, F Dflux =
|F � F 0|

F 0 0.1

Central frequency, ⌫ Dfreq =
|⌫ � ⌫ 0|
w0
20, Hz

0.3

Position angle, ✓ DPA = |✓ � ✓0| 10

Inclination angle, i Dincl = |i� i0| 10

Line width, w20 Dline width =
|w20 � w0

20|
w0
20

0.3

Table 5.1. Definitions of errors and threshold values for the properties of
sources. Prime denotes the attributes of the truth catalogue, x, y are the pixel
coordinates corresponding to RA, Dec, ⌫ is the central frequency, S is the HI
major axis diameter, f is the source integrated line flux, ✓ is the position angle,
i is the inclination angle, and w20 is the HI line width. Calculations of position
angles take into account potential angle degeneracies by defining the angle
difference as a point on the unit circle and taking the two-argument arctangent
of the coordinates of that point: |✓ � ✓0| = atan2[sin(✓ � ✓0), cos(✓ � ✓0)]
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Figure 5.1. Schema of the source detection pipeline which competed in the
SKADC2 developed in collaboration with COIN members.

pipelines share the same working principles and some common elements.
Both pipelines receive as input a 3D 64 ⇥ 64 ⇥ 128 patch of the input
cube and process it in order to predict a corresponding segmentation map
masking with 1 pixels belonging to the sources within the cube and with
0 the rest. This operation is performed in parallel by two models: a DL
model and our re-implementation of the Starlet Multi-Scale vision model.
The Multi-Scale vision model, explained in 2 Sec. 2.3, has been extended
to work with 3D data and details about its inner workings are explained
later in this Chapter. The DL model is a 3D CAE in the COIN pipeline
and 3D ResNet CAE in the revised pipeline. While the working principles
of this kind of architectures are explained in Chapter 3 Sec. 3.1.3, their
implementations for the purpose of this work are explained later in this
Chapter. The output segmentation maps, one output of the DL model,
and one output of the Starlet Multi-Scale Vision Model are normalized
to the [0, 1] range and combined. For each slice of the resulting cube, a
threshold parameter t is used to select relevant pixels, and a friend-of-friend
algorithm is employed to link pixels into 2D blobs (a combination of the
label and regionprops scikit-learn [118] functions) which are recorded as a
leaf of a graph. The resulting 3D graph is first pruned by removing all blobs
containing less than tp pixels, and then, for each pair of adjoining cube
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Figure 5.2. Schema of the revised pipeline which I developed to address the
shortcomings of the COIN pipeline.



138
Chapter 5. The SKA Data Challenge 2: Detection and Characterisation of SKA

Sources through Deep Learning

Figure 5.3. Architectures of the COIN CAE Convolutional and Deconvo-
lutional blocks. The Convolutional block is made by a 3D Convolution with
a stride of 2 and a kernel size of 3, a 3D Batch Norm Layer and a ReLU
activation function. The Deconvolutional block is symmetric with respect to
the convolutional block and its made by a 3D Transposed Convolution layer
with a stride of 2 and a kernel size of 3, a 3D Batch Norm layer and a ReLU
activation function.

slices, a link is set between blobs, if their spatial overlap is more than ts.
In practice, links are created between overlapping blobs in frequency in a
fashion similar to that of how relevant sets of coefficients are linked between
adjoin scales in the Multi-Vision model. The formed structures (linked
blobs) are pruned again by eliminating all structures containing less than
tf links, or in practice, we are eliminating all source candidates which show
relevant emission in less than tf frequency slices. This step is represented
by the Crossmatch + Quality Cuts step of the pipeline. The surviving
candidates (or more precisely the pixels belonging to the candidates) are
preserved in the segmentation map while the remaining pixels are set to
0. In order to account for the fact the Segmentation networks may have
missed source boundaries which, given the nature of the simulated data
and the spreading effect of the dirty beam, could be at or below the noise
level, each source segmentation map is dilated by a factor td.The resulting
processed segmentation map cube is multiplied with the input 3D patch
to get the moment masked cube which contains all the input pixels values
belonging to source candidates and the remaining pixels set to 0. For each
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Figure 5.4. Architectures of the ResNets CAE Convolutional and Decon-
volutional blocks. The Convolutional block is divided in two main pathways
depending if downsampling must be applied in the layer. In the affirmative
case, the 3D convolutions are applied with a stride of 2, otherwise with a stride
of 1. As it can be seen, the output of the previous layer is brought forward
through a skip-connection and concatenated with the output of the current
layer before applying the final activation function. The deconvolutional block
is made by two parallel pathways: the learnable upsampling made by a 3D
Transposed Convolution with a stride of 2, and the upsampling made by a 3D
trilinear interpolation. The output both pathways are concatenated and then
passed along to two convolutional blocks with a stride of 1 followed by a 3D
Batch Normalization layer and a Leaky ReLU activation function.
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Figure 5.5. From top to bottom: top) architecture of the CAE Segmenter
(COIN Pipeline). The architecture in the Revised Pipeline is obtained by
switching the convolutional layers with ResNet convolutional layers; middle)
the architecture of the ResNet Classifier; bottom) the architecture of the
ResNet parameter regressor.

detected source, we extract two 32⇥32⇥128 pixel patches centred around
the source bounding box, one from the segmentation-masked cube and one
from the moment-masked cube. These are the source 3D segmentation
map and the source 3D source moment-masked cube. In both pipelines,
the source 3D segmentation map is used to estimate the source position in
the cube (RA, Dec and ⌫) as the moment-masked weighted barycenters of
the pixels belonging to the source in the x, y and z axes of the cube. The
source line width w20 is estimated as half the length in the frequency of
the source segmentation map. The moment-masked cubes are then fed to
specialised ResNet regressors each one tasked to predict one of the source
morphological parameters, i.e. the integrated line flux F , the HI size S,
the inclination angle i and the position angle ✓ in the Revised pipeline.
Details about the ResNet regressors architectures are described later in
this Chapter. Two are the main differences between the COIN and the
Revised pipeline:

1. the COIN pipeline estimates the projection angle ✓ by first integrat-
ing the source 3D segmentation map in order to get a 2D image which
is then normalized to 1. An elliptical model (the Astropy [9] ellipse
function) is fitted to the 2D image using as first estimates of the el-
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lipse position, major and minor axes the coordinates and dimensions
extracted from the segmentation map earlier in the pipeline. The
ResNet utilises a specialized ResNet to predict the projection angle
✓ as the other morphological parameters;

2. in order to remove possible false detections, the Revised pipeline,
before estimating the source parameters, employs a 3D ResNet Clas-
sifier. Only source candidates with a probability of being a true
source higher than td are retained and passed along in order to es-
timate their morphological parameters, the remaining sources are
discarded as false detections.

5.2.1 The CAE Segmenter

The CAE Segmenter is made by an Encoder and a Decoder network.
The Encoder is made by four convolutional blocks that progressively reduce
the spatial dimensions of the input while increasing the number of channels
or feature maps and a final fully connected layer followed by a Leaky
ReLU activation function. The Decoder has a symmetric architecture,
i.e. a fully connected layer, followed by four deconvolutional blocks and a
final identity layer which is constituted by a 3D Convolution followed by
a Sigmoid activation function whose purpose is to normalize the output to
the [0, 1] range. The structures of the convolutional and deconvolutional
blocks are showcased in Fig.5.3. Convolutional blocks are made by a 3D
Convolution layer with a kernel size of 3 and a stride of 2 a 3D Batch
Norm layer with a kernel size of 3 and a Leaky ReLU activation function.
Deconvolutional blocks are made by a 3D Transposed Convolution layer
with a kernel size of 3 and a stride of 2, a 3D Batch Norm layer with
a kernel size of 3, and a Leaky ReLU activation function. The Identity
layer is made by a 3D Convolution with a kernel size of 1 and a stride of
2 followed by a 3D Batch Normalization layer and a Sigmoid activation
function. A detailed description of the spatial transformation performed
by the CAE Segmenter can be seen in Tab. 5.2. The CAE is trained with
the Dice loss [145] defined as follows:

DL(x, y) = 1� 2xy + 1

x+ y + 1
(5.5)
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Block Name Input Size Output Size
Conv Block 1 [b, 1, 64, 64, 128] [b, 8, 32, 32, 64]
Conv Block 2 [b, 8, 32, 32, 64] [b, 16, 16, 16, 32]
Conv Block 3 [b, 16, 16, 16, 32] [b, 32, 8, 8, 16]
Conv Block 4 [b, 32, 8, 8, 16] [b, 64, 4, 4, 8]
FC 1 [b, 64⇥ 4⇥ 4⇥ 8] [b, 1024]
FC 2 [b, 1024] [b, 64⇥ 4⇥ 4⇥ 8]
DeConv Block 1 [b, 64, 4, 4, 8] [b, 32, 8, 8, 16]
DeConv Block 2 [b, 32, 8, 8, 16] [b, 16, 16, 16, 32]
DeConv Block 3 [b, 16, 16, 16, 32] [b, 8, 32, 32, 64]
DeConv Block 4 [b, 8, 32, 32, 64] [b, 1, 64, 64, 128]
Final Block [b, 1, 64, 64, 128] [b, 1, 64, 64, 128]

Table 5.2. Input and Output shapes for each layer of the COIN and ResNet
CAE Segmenter, where b indicates the batch size, and the horizontal line
separates the Encoder from the Decoder network.

where 1 is added in the numerator and denominator to ensure that the
function is not undefined in edge case scenarios such as when y = x = 0.

5.2.2 The ResNet CAE Segmenter

The ResNet CAE Segmenter architecture is obtained by substituting
the Convolutional and Deconvolutional block of the CAE Segmenter with
the respective ResNet-like counterparts which are shown in Fig. 5.4. The
Convolutional block is divided into two main pathways depending if a re-
duction of the spatial dimensions of the input wants to be achieved (down-
sampling). In the affirmative case, the input is first processed with a 3D
Convolution with a kernel size of 3 and a stride of 2, a 3D Batch Normal-
ization layer with a kernel size of 3, a Leaky ReLU activation function and
then processed with a 3D Convolution with a kernel size of 3 and a stride
of 1, a 3D Batch Norm layer and a Leaky ReLU activation function. The
output of the previous operation is concatenated with the output of the
second convolution and processed with a Leaky ReLU activation function.
In the negative case, the input is first processed with two blocks made by
a 3D Convolution with a kernel size of 3 and a stride of 1, a 3D Batch Nor-
malization and a leaky ReLU activation function, and then concatenated
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with the output of the previous layer and processed with a Leaky ReLU
activation function. Each deconvolutional block is constituted by two par-
allel pathways: a 3D Trilinear interpolation with stride of 2, followed by
a 3D Batch Normalization layer and a Leaky ReLU activation function
(upsampling block); and, a 3D Transposed Convolution layer with stride
of 2 and a kernel size of 3, followed by a 3D Batch Normalization layer
and a Leaky ReLU activation function (learnable upsampling block). The
output of the upsampling block and learnable upsampling block are then
concatenated and passed along to two convolutional blocks constituted by
a 3D Convolution layer with stride 1 and a kernel size of 3, a 3D Batch
Normalization layer and a Leaky ReLU activation function. The trilin-
ear upsampling operation transforms the input layer in the desired spatial
resolution without using any parameter (and thus it has a low impact on
model complexity) while the resulting features should preserve most of the
information of the original features. These upsampled features are con-
catenated to the output of the parametric upsampling performed through
the Transposed Convolution in order to create a residual-like connection.
This additive upsampling [161] should improve prediction capabilities and
remove gridding artefacts produced by the subsequent Transposed Convo-
lutions. The ResNet CAE Segmenter performs the same spatial transfor-
mations performed by the CAE Segmenter and showcased in Tab. 5.2 with
the difference that it has almost double the amount of parameters (given
that the number of convolutions is more than doubled). The network is
also trained with the Dice loss.

5.2.3 The ResNet Classifier and Regressor

The ResNet Classifier and Regressor networks share the same archi-
tecture with the exception of the final activation function used in their
last Fully Connected Layer and the choice of loss function we use to train
them. The architectures of both networks are showcased in Fig. 5.5. Both
models start with a Convolutional layer made by a 3D Convolution with
a kernel size of 3 and a stride of 1 followed by a 3D Max Pooling layer,
a 3D Batch Normalization layer and a ReLU activation function. This
first layer preprocesses the input by halving its spatial dimensions and is
followed by 8 ResNet Convolutional block (showcased in Fig. 5.4). Each
pair of 2 consecutive blocks halves the spatial dimensions of its input and
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doubles the number of features. The input is then fed to a 3D Adaptive
Max Pooling layer [94] which performs the same operation as that of Max
Pooling (see Chapter 3 Sec. 3.1.2) but stride and kernel size are automat-
ically computed in order to reduce kernels overlap. The three parameters
are computed, for each dimension of the input, as follows:

• stride = floor(Si/So);

• kernel size = Si � (So � 1)⇥ stride;

where Si and So are the sizes in pixels of respectively input and output.
The flattened feature vector is then passed to the first fully connected layer
followed by a ReLU activation function and then a second fully connected
layer. In the case of the Classifier, this latter fully connected layer maps
the input to a mono-dimensional vector with a length equal to 2 which is
then processed through a Sigmoid activation function in order to normalise
it and give it a probabilistic interpretation. In the case of the Regressor,
the fully connected layer maps the input to a single scalar which is the
value of the parameter of interest for the ResNet. The ResNet Classifier
is trained with the binary cross-entropy (BCE) loss between the output
probabilities and the true class labels. The BCE loss is defined as follows:

BCE(x, y) =
1

N

NX

i=0

 
� yilog(pi) + (1� yi)log(1� pi)

!
(5.6)

where pi is the probability that the ith input patch contains a true source,
while (1 � pi) is the probability that it is empty. The ResNet Regressors
are all trained with the l � 1 loss function defined as follows:

l1(x, y) =
1

N

NX

i=0

|xi � yi| (5.7)

5.2.4 The Multi-Vision Model

Our python implementation of the Multi-Vision Model (see Chapter 2
Sec. 2.3) is based on the pymultiscale5 package from which we take their

5
https://github.com/broxtronix/pymultiscale
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implementation of the 3D Starlet Transform and Inverse Transform, and
the scipy optimize [157] package least_squares method. The method takes
as arguments: a real function which computes, given the input patch and
the output segmentation map and a set of parameters (the 3D array of
coefficients weights, which are the thresholding operator Pw as described
in the Multi-Vision model algorithm), the vector of residuals between the
weighted reconstruction of the input patch and the target output segmen-
tation map; a loss function which in our case is the l1 loss between the
reconstructed 3D patches and the target segmentation map; and a min-
imisation algorithm which in our case is the scipy’s implementation of the
Trust Region Reflective algorithm [20]. We also set the number of function
evaluations or iterations to 10, 000 and optimised the noise threshold for
the selection of significant wavelet coefficients K (see Eq. 2.43) and the
object overlap threshold tO through a grid-search strategy. K was opti-
mised within the close interval [1, 6] with a step size of 0.1 and tO between
0.5 and 0.8 with a step size of 0.1. The purpose of the Multi-Vision model
is that of complementing the DL models which for example, given the low
frequency of bright sources in the data, may disregard them as outliers
with respect ot the way more frequent low brightness sources in the data.
On the contrary, these bright sources are the easiest to find with tradi-
tional algorithms such as The Multi-Vision model or SoFiA.

5.2.5 Training and Optimization Strategies

In both pipelines, the data flows from one DL model to the next. In
particular, the moment masked source patches extracted through the Seg-
menters and Multi Vision model’s segmentations of the input cube patch,
are passed along to the ResNet classifier for false detections identification
and removal and to the ResNet regressors and other pipeline components
to regress the morphological parameters of the detected sources. Given
that the challenge organisers made available to use both data cubes and
the parameters of sources within them, all pipeline models can be trained
at the same time in parallel. All networks are trained using the Adam
Optimizer for a thousand epochs and with a learning rate of 10�3. The
Segmentation networks are trained with pairs of input cube patches and
corresponding segmentation maps (64⇥64⇥128 pixels). The segmentation
maps are produced from the source parameters through the following set
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of equations:
DHIpixel = DHIarcsec/(2⇥�xyarcsec)

b = DHIpixel ⇥
p
cos(i)2 + ↵2sin(i)2

nchannels = ⌫0 ⇥ w20/(c�z)

(5.8)

e(x, y, z) =

8
>>>><

>>>>:

1, if

"
(x�x0)cos✓+(y�y0)sin✓

DHI

#2
+

"
�(x�x0)sin✓+(y�y0)cos✓

b

#2
 1

and z 2 [z0 � nchannels/2, z0 + nchannels/2].

0, otherwise.
(5.9)

where DHI is the galaxy’s major axis, b is the minor axis, i is the inclina-
tion angle, ✓ is the position angle, x0, y0 and z0 are the source coordinates
in pixels over the three cube axes, �xy and �z are the pixel sizes in arc-
seconds and Kms�1, and ↵ is a scaling parameter set to 0.2. The SKA
segmentation problem is highly imbalanced with a ratio between voxels
belonging to sources to the background of ' 10�3. A naive subdivision of
the development cube (1286⇥1286⇥6668 pixels) in patches of 64⇥64⇥128
pixels would thus result in a respective highly imbalance dataset consti-
tuted of mostly of empty 3D patches. For this reason, we subdivide the
development cube along the x-axis setting the upper 80% to train the
networks and the lower 20% to validate their performances and, for each
training iteration, we sample, from galaxies falling within the training and
testing parts of the cube respectively, 128 patches centred around sources
and 128 empty patches. To allow the networks to be rotationally invariant
and also increase the parameter’s sampling in the training set, through
data augmentation. Each time a 3D patch is sampled, it is also randomly
rotated in the xy plane. Source parameters are also modified to account
for the rotation. Through the explained sampling technique, we provide
the segmentation network with a balanced training set. The same training
set is also used to train the ResNet Classifier, while only the patches con-
taining sources and the corresponding parameters (F , i, S, ✓) are used to
train the ResNet Regressors. To prevent overfitting the data batches in the
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first training iterations, given the models’ inherent initial instability due
to the random initialisation of their weights, we adopt a warm up strategy
for the learning rate [52] in which we start with a learning rate of 0, and we
uniformly increase it to 1⇥ 10�3 in the first 10 iterations. The models are
trained for a maximum of 1000 epochs, but we also employ an early stop-
ping criterion based on the validation loss. If no improvement of validation
loss with respect to the moving average of the last 10 validation losses is
registered for 10 consecutive steps, then training is halted. The problem
with this training strategy is that it would not take into account the fact
that the Classification and Regression ResNets, in production, will not re-
ceive perfect source segmentation maps and thus moment masked source
cubes but the product of the imperfect prediction of the previous models in
the pipeline schema. The ResNet Classifier could receive (as input) source
moment masked cubes which contain only partially the source emission,
and the Regression ResNets misclassified false positives or correctly clas-
sified source moment masked cubes containing only partially the source
emission. To account for this, we first train all models in parallel in order
for them to learn how to solve their respective problems while optimis-
ing the pipeline total training time (which benefits from the fact that the
models’ training are carried on at the same time) following the strategies
described above, and then we train each model (with the same training
strategies that we have outlined, and with the exclusion of the Segmen-
tation networks which are the first models in the two pipelines) on the
un-augmented training set predictions of the previous model. In this way,
each model should be able to correct for the mistakes (biases in the data)
of the previous one. Each model is trained in this latter fashion for 300
iterations. The Crossmatch and Quality Cuts step of the pipeline utilises
several threshold-based criteria to preselect and process worthy source can-
didates: the source probability threshold t, the minimum number of pixels
within a blob tp, the spatial overlap threshold ts to link blobs along the
frequency axis, the minimum number of slices within a source tf , and the
segmentation dilation factor td. Also the ResNet Classifier outputs, for
each potential source, a probability score p and thus the threshold which
we use to deem a source as True must be tuned to maximise the Challenge
score. Clearly the number of detected sources and the number of false
positives depends on these parameters and, in order to fine-tune them we
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Table 5.3. Sampling intervals for the optimization of the Crossmatch and
Quality Cuts thresholds. The first column shows the threshold name, the
second the range from which the threshold values are sampled, the third the
sampling interval.

Parameter Name Range
Source probability threshold t [0.1 – 0.9] 0.05
Minimum number of pixels within a blob tp [3 - 10] 1
Blobs spatial overlap for frequency linking ts [0.3 – 0.9] 0.01
Minimum number of frequency slices tf [3 – 10] 1
Segmentation dilatation factor td [1 – 5] 0.5

proceed as follows: once all the models have been trained to solve their
respective problems, we employ them as a functional mapping between
their respective inputs and outputs and optimise the parameters through
a grid search strategy by randomly sampling each parameter value inde-
pendently within the ranges and sampling intervals outlined in Table 5.3.
We perform 1000 validation runs using both the training and validation
sets, and the challenge final score (see. Eq. 5.4) as a loss function. The
performances obtained on the full blind cube reported in Table 5.4 are
obtained utilizing respectively the following configurations:

• COIN: t = 0.65, tp = 6, ts = 0.55, tf = 7, td = 1.5;

• COIN Revised: t = 0.7, tp = 4, ts = 0.72, tf = 9, td = 1.5, p = 0.71

5.2.6 Other Competing Pipelines

Several other DL-based pipeline participated to the challenge:

1. FORSKA-Sweden: their pipeline is made by a combination of a
U-Net Segmenter and SoFiA [160]. The U-Net architecture [129]
was used with an encoder of a ResNet architecture and the initial
weights were pretrained from ImageNet and were provided by the
PyTorch-based Segmentation Models package [75]. Each 2D
k ⇥ k filter of the pretrained model was converted to a 3D filter
through the procedure outlined in [163]. They aligned the 2D filters
to the spatial plane, and repeated the same filter for k frequencies to
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obtain a 3D k⇥k⇥k filter. The Segmenter is trained on binary seg-
mentation map produced in a similar fashion to those created by us
and trained the model with a Dice loss. The training is carried with
an Adam optimizer by sampling 128 32⇥ 32⇥ 32 pixel cube patches
and corresponding 128 empty patches in order to oversample the
number of sources within the dataset and speed-up training. Once
the segmentation map is obtained, they feed it to the SoFiA pack-
age which is tasked to detect sources and regress their morphological
parameters. SoFiA relies on several parametric choices, which they
optimise by directly using the Challenge final score;

2. MINERVA: their pipeline is composed by two parallel pipelines
whose results are combined together: the first pipeline is a highly
customized version of a YOLO (You Only Look Once) network [124]
which is a regression-based CNN developed for image segmentation.
The network is trained on patches of 48⇥48⇥192 pixels and performs
detection based on a grid of size 6 ⇥ 6 ⇥ 12. Each grid element is
associated to a candidate detection with the following parameters:
the positions x, y, z of the object within the grid element, the widths
of the 3D bounding box w, h, d encompassing the object, and an
objectness score O that expresses the probability of said object being
a true source. YOLO networks are usually made to predict a class for
each object, but the MINERVA team modified it to instead regress
the source morphological parameters.

3. Team SoFiA: team SoFiA made use of the homonym package to
detect and characterize sources. After flagging of bright continuum
sources and standardization of each cube channel, the SoFiA S+C
finder was run with a detection threshold of 3.8 times the noise level,
spatial filter sizes of 0, 3, and 6 pixels and spectral filter sizes of
0, 3, 7, 15 and 31 channels, a linking radius of 2 pixels and a min-
imum size requirement of 3 pixels/channels. Based on tests using
the development cube, they optimized the challenge score by remov-
ing all detections with npix < 700, s < �0.00135 ⇥ (npix � 942) or
f > 0.18⇥SNR+0.17 where Npix is the number of pixels within the
3D source mask, s is the skewness of the flux density values within
the mask and f is the filling factor of the source mask within its rect-
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angular bounding box, and SNR is the signal to noise ration of the
detection. As the calculation of the DHI and i requires the spatial
deconvolution of the sources, they employ a constant value of 8.5 arc-
seconds and 57.3 degrees for all unresolved detections. The second
pipeline called the Convolutional Hybrid Ad-Hoc pipeline (CHAD-
HOC) is made by a CNN to classify true sources among the detec-
tions and a set of CNNs to regress the source parameters. For the
detection step, they employ a classical filtering + SNR thresholding
algorithm. First, the cube is pre-processed by convolving it with a
smoothing Gaussian filter with a width of 600 kHz, and then each
frequency slice is converted into an SNR map. All pixels below an
SNR of 2.2 are filtered out, while remaining pixels are aggregated into
sources through a friend-of-friends algorithm with a linking radius of
2 pixels. The position of each source is computed by averaging its
pixel coordinates. The selection step is performed by a CNN made
by 5 convolutional layers (8, 16, 32, 32 and 8 filters) and 3 dense
layers (96, 32 and 2 neurons). Batch normalization, dropout and
pooling are inserted between every convolutional and dense layers.
The network is trained with unsmoothed cutouts of 38 ⇥ 38 ⇥ 100
pixels around the 105 brightest detections made in the development
cube by assigning a True/False label to each detection. The CNN
outputs the probability that the given input patch is a true source
and a cut must be made in order to maximize the Challenge metric.
They optimise this parameter, like us, outside their training. The
CNN Regressors are trained with cutouts made around the 1300
brightest sources in the truth catalogue and data augmentation is
performed by flipping the sampled patches. The catalogues made
by the two pipelines are crossmatched together through a distance-
based threshold and source properties are averaged together. This
latter threshold is also optimized to maximise the Challenge score.

4. NAOC-Tianlai: their pipeline is based on Sofia-2 [159].

5. HI-FRIENDS: their pipeline is also based on Sofia-2 [159].

6. EPFL: their pipeline begins by subdividing the cube along its spa-
tial dimensions and denoising each subcube using 3D wavelet filtering
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(2D spatial filtering with the Isotropic Undecimated Wavelet Trans-
form [142], 1D frequency filtering with the decimated 9/7 wavelet
transform [158]). A joint-likelihood model is computed from the
residual noise in the data cube and it is later used to identify HI
source candidates through null hypothesis testing in a sliding win-
dow fashion along the frequency axis. Voxels with a likelihood higher
than a given threshold are merged into islands and cuts are performed
on the basis of the island’s size and morphologies to reject false pos-
itives. A CNN is then used to classify source candidates and further
reject false positives and then Inception CNNs are used to compute
sources parameters.

7. Spardha: their pipeline is also based on Sofia-2 [159];

8. Starmech: their pipeline is also based on Sofia-2 [159];

9. JLRAT: their pipeline divides the whole dataset into 320⇥320⇥160
patches which are then fed to a CNN which works in the frequency
domain to find signals of interest. The network is trained with spec-
tra as input and the output is a binary mask with the candidate lo-
cation in frequency. The detected spectra are correlated with known
spectral in the development cube true dot product to get correlations
in the spatial domain. A two-dimensional Gaussian function is then
used to fit the moment zero map produced by multiplying the found
3D segmentation map with the original cube to produce a best-fit
ellipse from which source morphological properties can be obtained.
The flux integral is obtained by integrating pixels belonging to the
ellipse both in space and in frequency;

10. HIRAXers: their pipeline is based on two DL models: U2net [121]
to detect sources, and a modified version of HighRes3DNet [92] to
regress their morphological parameters. The U2net model is trained
with 3D segmentation map created from the truth catalogue. The 3D
output of the U2net is analysed with a peak finder algorithm and all
pixels larger than its 27 neighbours are selected as potential sources.
These are then passed along to a modified 8-layer HighRes3DNet
which regresses all source parameters.
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5.3 Results and Analysis

Table 5.4 shows the number of detections Nd, the number of matches
Nm, the number of false positives Nf , the reliability R, completeness C,
and accuracy A for all pipelines on the challenge evaluation full data cube.
Reliability, completeness and accuracy of source properties measurements
are defined as follows:

R =
Nm

Nd
=

Nm

Nm +Nf
(5.10)

C =
Nm

Nt
(5.11)

A =

PNm

i wi

Nm
(5.12)

where Nt = 233, 246 is the total number of sources within the cube and wi

are the weighted scores for each source. We report, alongside those of the
other participating pipelines, the performances obtained on the evaluation
full cube dataset containing 233, 246 sources by three pipelines: 1. with
the acronym COIN-DC we report the results obtained utilising the first
pipeline created in collaboration with the other COIN team members as re-
ported in the Challenge leaderboard and paper. Due to the time constraint
of the challenge, we could only train on part of the smaller development
cube and could not apply the pipeline in time on the entirety of the eval-
uation cube due to several issues: constraints in the job submission on
GENCI-IDRIS – Orsay, France supercomputer which resulted in longer
times to train and debug the pipelines, bugs in the final cross-matching
code, and bugs in the ground truth segmentation maps. This resulted in
the submission of results for only roughly 1/10th of the cube. Moreover, for
the same aforementioned reason, we could not perform the optimization of
the Crossmatch and Quality Cuts parameters resulting in a high number of
false positives; 2. with the acronym COIN we report the results obtained
using the COIN pipeline but this time after debugging, i.e. obtaining re-
sults for the full evaluation cube after performing the hyper-parameters op-
timization; 3. with the acronym COIN-REV we report the performances
obtained using the Revised pipeline. As it can be seen, nevertheless being
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Pipeline Score Nd Nm Nf R C A

COIN-REV 23689 31232 30821 967 0.97 0.132 0.80
MINERVA 23254 32652 30841 1794 0.94 0.132 0.81
FORSKA-Sweden 22489 33294 31507 1798 0.94 0.135 0.77
Team SoFiA 16822 24923 23486 1446 0.94 0.100 0.78
NAOC-Tianlai 14416 29151 26020 3117 0.89 0.111 0.67
HI-FRIENDS 13903 21903 20828 1073 0.95 0.089 0.72
EPFL 8515 19116 16742 2369 0.87 0.071 0.65
COIN 5660 28974 26213 13214 0.66 0.11 0.72
Spardha 5615 18000 13513 4480 0.75 0.057 0.75
Starmech 2096 27799 17560 10224 0.63 0.075 0.70
JLRAT 1080 2100 1918 182 0.91 0.008 0.66
COIN-DC -2 29 17 12 0.58 0.001 0.60
HIRAXers -2 2 0 2 0.00 0.0 0.00
SHAO -471 471 0 471 0.00 0.0 0.00

Table 5.4. Performances obtained by all competing pipelines on the full eval-
uation cube. Columns show the score obtained through Eq. 5.4 (Score), the
number of detected sources (Nd), the number of matched sources (Nm), the
number of false positives Nf , the reliability (R), completeness (C), and accu-
racy A. In bold are highlighted the results obtained with the COIN pipeline at
the challenge’s end without hyperparameters optimization, and with inference
performed only on a subsample of the full evaluation cub (COIN-DC), the
results obtained with the fully optimised COIN pipeline and with inference
performed on the full evaluation cube (COIN), and the results obtained with
the Revised pipeline on the full evaluation cube (COIN-REV).
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in the top 10 scores of 100 participating teams, the COIN-DC pipeline
performed poorly in both the source detection and source characterisation
parts of the Challenge. The main culprit of the poor performance in de-
tecting sources is to be found in a bug within the code which performed the
creation of the ground truth segmentation maps which resulted in masks
shifted (in frequency) with respect to the true source emissions for all but
the brightest and biggest sources within the dataset. This resulted in both
pour segmentation performances and wrongly constructed input moment
masked cubes for the ResNets and other criteria by which source param-
eters are computed. Also, a high number of false positives is detected
achieving roughly a 50:50 ratio between true and false positives for 0.25
deg2 cutouts of the evaluation cube on which we performed the inference.
The frequency shift bias in the pipeline had particularly a great effect on
the integrated line flux estimation given that the moment-masked source
cubes only containing partially the true source emissions. On the other
side, the pipeline obtained competing results on the other morphological
parameters regressions with competing pipelines [60]. While the removal
of the bugs within the pipeline and the optimization of the source selection
hyperparameters greatly increased the number of detected sources from 29
to 28, 974 and substantially increased reliability and completeness, we still
obtained a high number of false positives which heavily penalised the fi-
nal challenge score. The addition of the ResNet Classifier in the Revised
pipeline greatly improves the number of false positives achieving the high-
est reliability among the competing pipelines. Regarding the number of
detected sources and the performances in regressing source parameters,
they are consistent with those of other high-scoring DL-based pipelines
(MINERVA and FORSKA-Sweden) with the difference that our pipeline is
more consistent with other non-ML-based methods (SoFiA, HIFRIENDS)
in the brighter end of the integrated line flux range. This behaviour can
be explained due to the fact that MINERVA and FORSKA-Sweden em-
ploy only DL-based model in the source detection parts of their respective
pipelines. Our ResNet Segmenter, in fact, suffered from the same decrease
in performance.

Figure 5.6 show the number of matched sources plotted over the num-
ber of true sources per bin of integrated line flux integral. To plot the
distribution of matched sources, true line flux values are employed. Fig.
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Figure 5.6. Sources in the full Challenge evaluation dataset are binned by
their integrated line flux value. In dark grey we show the distribution of all
sources within the cube, in light grey truth values of sources detected by the
Revised Pipeline, in cyan those of sources detected by the COIN Pipeline, in
blue those of sources detected by the COIN-DC pipeline and reported in the
Challenge result paper [60].
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Figure 5.7. Reliability, defined as the number of matches divided by the
number of detections, is plotted for the three pipelines as a function of the
integrated line flux: the Revised pipeline (dark gray), the COIN pipeline (light
blue), and the COIN-DC pipeline as reported in the Challenge result paper
[60].
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Figure 5.8. Completeness, defined as the number of matches divided by
the number of truth catalogue sources, is plotted for the three pipelines as a
function of the integrated line flux: the Revised pipeline (dark grey), the COIN
pipeline (light blue), and the COIN-DC pipeline as reported in the Challenge
result paper [60].
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5.7 and Fig. 5.8 show, respectively, the reliability and completeness values
as functions of the integrated line flux. Given the absence of truth values
for false positives, only scores for matched sources are used.

5.4 Discussion and Conclusions

The application of pipelines based on DL has shown promise in the re-
covery and characterisation of HI sources as can be seen by the fact that our
pipeline and the other two DL-based pipelines (MINERVA and FORSKA-
Sweden) achieve the highest scores among all competing pipelines. These
higher scores with respect to the several wrappers of SoFiA-2 which com-
pete in the pipeline (Team SoFiA, NAOC-Tianlai, HI-FRIENDS, Spardha,
Starmech), come with the caveat that all DL models have required exten-
sive training on the simulated data which may differ substantially from the
distribution of real data due to sample selection-bias and overfitting. As
for the case of the detection and characterisation of ALMA sources (see
Chapter 4), also in this setting, all DL-based methods show a fall in char-
acterisation accuracy on the very brightest sources. Again this behaviour
is related to the fact that very few of them were actually simulated in
the data and thus they resulted in being severely undersampled in both
training and validation sets. From the results obtained by improving the
pipeline presented in the Challenge paper, we can confirm that under ' 20
Jy Hz no pipeline can reliably detect sources with completeness and re-
liability rapidly dropping to unreliable ranges. Through the combination
of an ensemble of ML and non-ML models, our pipeline is capable of im-
proving on both classes of pipelines competing in the challenge. While
the COIN-DC pipeline was trained on the GENCI-IDRIS – Orsay, France
supercomputer, all subsequent pipelines were trained and tested on the
IBISCO-HPC (Infrastructure for Big data and Scientific Computing) at
the University of Naples Federico II (IBISCO-HPC). In particular, the Seg-
menters were trained on two NVIDIA Tesla K20 GPUs, and the Classifier
and the Regressor ResNets were trained in parallel each one on a single
GPU. Each segmenter training lasted around 2 days, while the Classifier
and Regressor were around 1 day. Subsequent training in cascade mode on
the previous model output lasted around 6 hours for all combined models.
The trained networks had an inference speed of 32 input cubes (64⇥64⇥128
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pixels) per second using an NVIDIA Tesla K20 GPU on the IBISCO-HPC
but due to overlaps in the cube patch sampling (to avoid missing sources
due to boundary problems caused by accidentally splitting them within
multiple patches by cutting in their emission range) and RAM limitations,
inference on the full cube is made in around 30 hours. Moreover, the pro-
duced catalogues are matched together spatially and if overlapping sources
are found, properties are averaged together. Classification scores are used
to weight the average function after being normalized to the [0, 1] range.

Acknowledgements

This work was partially produced in collaboration with members of
COIN for the duration of the SKA Data Challenge 2. I want to thank all
members of the COIN SKA Data Challenge 2 Team for the endless hours
thinking together about the many difficulties and knowledge gaps which
we had to overcome in order to find a solution to the Challenge problem.
My gratitude goes to C. Heneka and B. Fraga for meeting every week
for months in order to complete the challenge in the midst of the Covid
pandemic and for sharing nights together coding. I want to thank The
IBISCO HPC admin group for allowing us to extensively use their cluster
to hold the Challenge data after the challenge completion and carry out all
our experiments. I also wish to thank the European Southern Observatory
(ESO) and the Dept. of electric Engineering and Information Technologies
at the University Federico II for partial financial support. This work is
supported by an ESO internal ALMA development study investigating
interferometric image reconstruction methods and is partially sponsored
by EU through the SUNDIAL ITN.





Chapter 6
The TOLIMAN Signal

Detection Problem: Periodic

Astrometric Signal Recovery

through Deep Learning

In our time this search for
extraterrestrial life will eventually
change our laws, our religions, our
philosophies, our arts, our
recreations, as well as our sciences.
Space, the mirror, waits for life to
come look for itself there.

Ray Bradbury

6.1 The TOLIMAN Signal Detection Problem

In its simplest form, extracting the science signal arising from TOLI-
MAN data requires the exact registration of two overlapping point-spread
functions (PSFs), one for each component of the binary star, in the image
sensor plane of the orbiting space telescope. For an in-detail description
of the scientific settings and characteristics of the TOLIMAN satellite see
Chapter 2 Sec. 2.4. If the separation between these two stellar images
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can be monitored with sufficient precision, tiny perturbations due to the
gravitational tug from an unseen planet can be detected. Given the con-
figuration of the optical system, the scale of the shifts in the image plane
are about one-millionth of a pixel (10�6 pix), thus exquisite stability is re-
quired: these motions are only manifest as a sinusoidal perturbation over
year timescales. Although there are many potential sources of imperfection
and error, this first study restricts itself to the most basic and fundamen-
tal one, with noise processes arising principally from photon noise and the
spatial discretization of the signal. Additional terms, such as imperfect
spacecraft pointing, jitter and roll stability, will be addressed in future
work. For the present study, simulated and laboratory test-bed data were
created to embody such error terms. During the 2nd COIN-Focus: Toliman
Event1 (COIN-Focus #2) held in Rome, Italy, in November 2019, a data-
challenge like event was held in which participants were asked to try and
detect the astrometrical signal. A pictorial illustration of the basic chal-
lenge is shown in Figure 6.1: two patterns exist within the frame of data,
in this case without the noise terms. High degrees of sharp image structure
result in data for which accurate image registration is possible; however,
the extreme measurement precision required to obtain the science signal
moves this from a relatively routine exercise in image processing (at levels
of 10�2 pixel) to an unsolved problem at signal fidelity levels never yet
attempted within astronomy (at levels of 10�6 pixel). For this reason, six
datasets with increasingly smaller signal amplitudes were simulated each
one with an injected astrometric signal. For each dataset, the true signal
period is considered as recovered if its residual error with the predicted
period is within 10% of the true period value. Also, for each dataset, a
corresponding dataset with no embedded signal is simulated. Given the
unknown nature of the ↵ Centauri AB system or of any other star system
to which techniques such the ones tested in this work may be utilised, the
presence or absence or the eventual number of orbiting bodies and thus
astrometric signals cannot be a known parameter. For this reason, only
unsupervised techniques which make no assumption about the presence or
the number of embedded signals are tested and asked to make predictions
on both datasets: the one containing the signal, and the one without it.
For each of the six datasets, the challenge is considered surpassed if a cor-

1https://cosmostatistics-initiative.org/focus/toliman1/
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rect detection is made on the dataset with the embedded signal, and no
detection is made on the dataset containing no signal. The participants
were not told which of the two dataset contained the signal.

Given that no optical test bed of the TOLIMAN satellite had been
constructed at the time of this work, we had to rely on simulations. The
following section briefly describes the data simulations problem and the
properties of the corresponding data product.

6.2 Simulating the TOLIMAN data

The first challenge in developing a method capable of extracting a
signal as small as one-millionth of a pixel is to develop a computational
model capable of emulating such signal under varying conditions of noise.
Although injecting a signal into an image may seem a rather trivial task,
conventional approaches fall short when pushed to the limits of precision
required by the TOLIMAN mission, often resulting in large computational
costs. The traditional simulation approach consists of generating a super-
sampled Point Spread Function (PSF). Since stars can be considered point
sources, to simulate a stellar field as it would appear on the detector, we
simply need to shift and downsample that PSF in the sensor grid. Thus, by
assigning it to either random or specified positions within the image and
repeating the procedure for many different point sources, we can recreate a
stellar field. While this can be made computationally efficient today using
the widespread GPU accelerators, such traditional methods, unfortunately,
introduce errors orders of magnitude greater than the signal we expect to
measure, thus requiring alternative approaches to the generation of the
mock data.

6.2.1 Simulating the TOLIMAN PSF

Generating the TOLIMAN PSF is conceptually straightforward, re-
quiring only the representation of the electric field at the aperture E(x, y,�) =
A(x, y)ei✓(x,y,�) as its amplitude A(x, y) and phase ✓(x, y), and combining
these terms into a complex array. The PSF in the (u, v) focal plane is then
found by taking the power of the resultant Fast Fourier Transform (FFT)
of the complex array:
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Figure 6.1. A simulated binary star as observed with the conceptual design
TOLIMAN pupil discussed above.
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PSF (u, v) = |F{E(x, y,�)}|2 = |F{A(x, y)ei✓(x,y,�)}|2. (6.1)

Positional information can then be injected by applying a linear gradient
to the phase ✓. An Optical Path Difference (OPD) is introduced across the
aperture by any source off-axis from the normal of the telescope pointing.
Easily calculated through the angular offset from the normal, the OPD
simply translates into phase as a function of the observation wavelength,

✓slope(x, y,�) =
2⇡

�
OPD(x, y). (6.2)

This mathematical representation of the telescope spatial response function
allows for arbitrary signals to be introduced. The TOLIMAN diffractive
pupil (whose FFT is the PSF) ✓Pupil(x, y,�) can be formulated as a mirror
with ‘steps’ cut in which can be mathematically modelled through the
following equation

✓Pupil(x, y,�) =
2⇡

�
2h(x, y) (6.3)

where h(x, y) is the height of each step in the mirror which can be trans-
lated to phase by taking the OPD as twice the height of the step. The
total phase ✓ can be then reconstructed as a linear combination of these
effects. Taking the field amplitude A(x, y) as unity for all non-masked re-
gions (steps within the mirror) of the aperture gives the full description of
the electric field E(x, y,�). Having formulated the electric field response
to the system, we must introduce a complete description of the optical
architecture. This is described by a handful of parameters: aperture di-
ameter D, effective focal length FL Focal Length (FL) and pixel size dpix.
Desiring computational efficiency through the inclusion of our optical sys-
tem, we define some value Nout to be the size of the array that we pass
to the Fast Fourier Transform Fast Fourier Transform (FFT). This is the
primary driver behind the computational cost. Using this value and the
previously described parameters, the size of the array NE representing our
electric field E(x, y,�) can be found. Not all arrays are taken to be of
size N ⇥N . These two values necessarily differ as a way to encode optical
parameters without focal plane interpolation. The ratio between Nout and
NE determines sampling in the focal plane matching that of our system,
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NE = Nout
dpix ⇥ �
D ⇥ FL

. (6.4)

Embedding this array representing the electric field into an Nout sized
array, we use equation 6.1 to generate a PSF that requires no interpolation
and can have positional signals of any size injected, limited only by floating-
point precision. Further details and descriptions of these processes can be
found in [125].

6.2.2 The data

With the tools to simulate PSF’s through our optical system, we must
now generate a data set. By adding basic noise processes, stellar spectra
and astrometric signals we can create a comprehensive set of images that
can be used to test the recovery and reconstruction abilities of signal de-
tection techniques. Here a balance must be struck, as generating a truly
comprehensive data set for the TOLIMAN mission is merely intractable.
With a full signal period of order one year, any data set must present the
fundamental challenges of the mission in an efficient way. Here we examine
choices such as the number of wavelengths, stars and images to simulate,
along with the included noise processes.

One of the first things to consider is the size of the data set, and the
total number of images produced. The TOLIMAN signal is introduced
to the ↵ Cen system through the gravitational tug of an orbiting planet
and so our signal is sinusoidal by nature. The orbital period that we are
searching for is of order of a single year, and so producing a ‘frame by
frame’ data set would be computationally intractable. Consequently, we
need to generate each ‘image’ as a representation of a collection of multiple
from the actual telescope. We chose to represent three full signal cycles
over 1095 images, with each image representing approximately a full day.
Observing in the visible spectrum over a 100 nm bandwidth, the choice
of spectral resolution is essential. The wavelength dependence of the PSF
demands that the image at each wavelength be computed individually. To
represent the real world as closely as possible, a spectral resolution of 1
nm was chosen for several reasons:

1. the Toliman PSF is spread over many diffraction limits (10�/D), so
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Figure 6.2. TOLIMAN PSF at different bandwidths. Left: Monochromatic
600nm. Centre: 550-600nm (best resembles actual mission). Right: 500-
700nm.

at the outer reaches bandwidth smearing begins to have a substantial
effect on the PSF shape (for an example see figure 6.2); 2);

2. by choosing to maintain the stellar alignment on the detector con-
stant and keeping one of the stars stationary, we can massively reduce
the number of PSFs we must compute. A stationary star only re-
quires the calculation of a single broadband PSF. For the moving
star, since the TOLIMAN signal is sinusoidal by nature and the stel-
lar alignment is kept stationary, we only need to calculate the PSFs
for a single signal cycle.

The result is a large overhead for small simulations, but with the benefit
of being able to produce large and accurate simulations efficiently.

Given our chosen spectral resolution, we can use one of the many li-
braries available to generate spectra that reflect the true stellar parameters
for each star. These libraries access existing stellar databases and recreate
synthetic spectra for a host of variable stellar parameters such an effective
temperature, metallicity and observational flux. We used Pysynphot [144]
to generate stellar spectra and fluxes for our system. This package uses
models built from HST observations across the HR diagram to simulate
atmospheric emissions from different stars. Taking the relative fluxes and
total photon counts output from this system, we can scale each monochro-
matic PSF by its relative power to recreate accurate PSFs. While real
data will feature many varied noise processes, here we only consider two
noise sources: photon and detector noise. These are dictated by Poisson
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and Gaussian statistics respectively. Detector noise is primarily driven by
random thermal fluctuations of the discrete electrons that carry the signal
through the detector. With available modern low-noise sensors, this noise
is not expected to limit the extraction of the signal since it averages out to
some constant value over many frames. The addition of even modest lev-
els of this noise also serves a separate motivation: to allow for a smoother
error space. This helps numerical algorithms converge faster as fine struc-
tures in the gradients are rounded and the algorithms can follow a smooth
descent to the optimum. On the other hand, photon noise is an essen-
tial process that must be examined. Arising from the discrete nature of
photons, this noise is simulated at each pixel by drawing from the Poisson
distribution whose mean is dictated by the PSF. When performing image
registration of small signals such as those anticipated in the TOLIMAN
mission, the total number of photons that arrive in each image becomes
an important factor. As shown in [55], there is a fundamental relationship
between the number of photons received and the positional information
carried by those photons. With insufficient photons, signals can not be
extracted. Simulations proceeded with the production of a comprehensive
batch of noisy image data sets, with sinusoidal signals in the separation of
the binary star injected with decreasing amplitude to mimic increasingly
more challenging planets, up to the limiting deflection of one-millionth of
a pixel. These simulations closely resemble the expected response of the
TOLIMAN optical system to the observation of the ↵ Cen system. In
particular six datasets were generated, respectively, with signals with am-
plitudes of 10�2, 10�3, 10�4, 10�5 and 10�6 the pixel size, constant flux
PSFs (each of the two binaries’ PSF presenting the same flux over time),
an image peak value of 109 photons and photon noise arising from the Pois-
son statistics. Due to the absence of any realistic noise components (jitter,
rotations, aberrations, etc.), each image was cropped with a 256⇥256 pix-
els window centred around the image barycenter. This preprocessing was
needed in order to eliminate any spurious shift in the image pixels which
would result in adjoin noise components with amplitudes several orders of
magnitudes higher than any of the injected signals. To summarise, the
TOLIMAN signal registration problem consists in detecting signals with
increasingly low levels of amplitude to capture the variation in separation
between two overlapping PSFs within a noisy unevenly sampled time series
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Figure 6.3. Concept workflow. The underlying concept of the proposed data
analysis is based on finding a lower-dimensional representation (a compression)
of the raw data which preserves periodic signals. Once a suitable representation
is found, the effect caused by the presence of the planet can be detected using
a time series analysis.

of images.

6.3 The Signal Detection Pipeline

The proposed pipeline developed for the detection of the astrometrical
signal is a two-step process: a) a Convolutional Autoencoder (CAE) is used
to compress the image sequence into a mono-dimensional latent space; and
then b) the latent space is analysed through a Lomb-Scargle periodogram
[96, 132, 156] in order to detect periodic components within the latent
space and recover the period. An overview of the workflow of the pipeline
can be seen in Fig. 6.3.

6.3.1 CAE Architecture

The architecture of the CAE implemented in this work, as shown in
Fig. 6.4, is composed by five convolutional and five deconvolutional blocks.
Each convolutional block is composed by a 2D Convolution layer with a
kernel size of 3 and a stride of 1 followed by an ELU activation function,
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Figure 6.4. Architecture of the Deep Convolutional Auto-Encoder

a 2D Max Pool layer with a kernel size of 3 and a stride of 2, and a 2D
Batch Normalization layer. Each deconvolutional block is composed by
a 2D Transposed-Convolution layer witha a kernel size of 3 and a stride
of 1 followed by an ELU activation function, a 2D Unpooling layer and a
Batch Normalization layer. The Network latent space was chosen to be
uni-dimensional (represented by the single ATOM in Figure 6.4), for the
following reasons: (i) when a higher dimensional latent space was used,
the Pearson correlation coefficient between the latent variables was found
to be compatible with a value of 1.0; (ii) given that the separation of the
star’s PSFs is radial, and, given that the only varying feature in the images
is the signal, it seems reasonable to think that the only information the
network needs to recover from the latent space in order to decode, and
thus reproduce, the images is the shift in phase. The remaining constant
information (pixel luminosity and image geometry) can be stored in the
network weights.

6.3.2 The Lomb-Scargle Periodogram

The most commonly used tool for period components searching in ir-
regular time series is the Lomb-Scargle periodogram Lomb-Scargle Peri-
odogram (LSP) [96, 132]. It is a generalisation of the Schuster periodogram
in Fourier analysis,
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but for irregular cadences. Apart from the normalization factor, Eq. 6.5 is
the power spectrum computed for a continuous signal observed with uni-
form sampling defined by Dirac deltas and it follows that it should encode
all the relevant frequency information within the data. In fact when the
classical periodogram is applied to uniformly-sapled Gaussian noise, the
values of the resulting periodogram show a chi-squared dstribution. This
property, which in practice is used to distinguish between periodic and
non-periodic components no longer holds in case of non-uniform sampling.
To address this Scargle [132] considered a generalized form of the peri-
odogram:
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where A, B and ⌧ are functions of the frequency f and sampling times ti
and showed that by choosing A, B and ⌧ as follows:
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the periodogram behaves as the classical one in case of uniformly sampled
observations, is analytically computable and is insensitive to global time-
shifts in the data. This modified periodogram differs from the classical
periodogram only to the extent that the denominators

P
n sin

2(2⇡ftn) andP
n cos

2(2⇡ftn) differ by N/2, which is the expected value of each of these
quantities in the limit of complete phase sampling at each frequency. The
results obtained through the Lomb-Scargle periodogram are identical to
those obtained by fitting a sinusoidal model to the data at each frequency
and by constructing a periodogram from the �2 goodness of fit at each
frequency. If the problem is reformulated in this way, ⌧ can be trough as
a factor to orthogonalize the normal equations used in the least squares
analysis.
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6.3.3 Atom Time Series Analysis

To find periodic trends within the trained CAE latent space, we use
the Lomb-Scargle periodogram and, to validate the goodness of the period
estimation, we employ the following metrics:

• False Alarm Probability False Alarm Probability (FAP): encodes
the probability of measuring a peak of a given height (or higher)
conditioned on the assumption that the data consists of Gaussian
noise with no periodic component;

• Full Width at Half Maximum FWHM: this expresses the extent
of a function produced by the difference between the two extreme
values of the independent variable at which the dependent variable
is equal to half of its maximum value. Treating the FWHM as an
error measure, we derive an error on the period through the following
expression:

P =
1

f(peak)
, (6.9)
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where peak stands for the peak of the power spectrum and f(peak) its
relative frequency.

6.3.4 Training Strategies

Each of the six simulated datasets contained 1095 images simulating
three years of observations and three expected full planet orbits and a
corresponding .csv file containing the mono-dimensional noiseless target
astrometric signal. Each dataset was split into Train and Validation re-
spectively containing 985 and 110 images. The Train and Validation sets
are created by cutting time-contiguous chunks of the image time series.
This is done in order to ensure that the Validation set contains an ordered
sequence of images from which the embedded astrometric signal could be
recovered. The CAE is trained on pairs of sampled Training set images
and as a loss, we use a weighted combination of the l1 loss and the DSSIM
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loss (see Chapter 4 Sec. 4.2.1 for the mathematical details of the loss func-
tions).

l(x, y, t) = a(t)⇥ l1(x, y) + b(t)⇥DSSIM(x, y) (6.11)

where x and y are the prediction and target variables and t is the epoch
counter. The weighting is performed with two variables a and b, which
depend on the epoch counter t. The training begins with a(0) = 1 and
b(0) = 0 in order to first allow the model to learn a median representation
of the data (which should contain information about the TOLIMAN PSF
and noise patterns, assumed roughly constant in the data) through the
minimization of the l1 loss. At each epoch, a is decreased by � and b is
increased by the amount in order to slowly transition to the DSSIM loss.
In the last epochs, only the DSSIM loss is effectively used in order to learn
the nuances in the data, such as the contours of the fringe patterns. The
model is trained with an Adam Optimiser [81] and, in order not to overfit
the data in the first training iterations, we adopt a warm up strategy for
the learning rate [52] in which we start with a learning rate of 0, and we
uniformly increase it to 1⇥ 10�4 in the first 100 iterations. The model is
trained for 10, 000 epochs, but we also employ an early stopping criterion
based on the validation loss. If no improvement of validation loss with
respect to the moving average of the last 100 validation losses is registered
for 10 consecutive steps, then training is halted.

6.4 Experiments

On each of the six couples of datasets, we run and compare our pro-
posed DL-based pipeline, with Wasserstein dictionary learning [134] fol-
lowed by LSP and PCA followed by LSP as a baseline. For details about
the two techniques see Chapter. 2, Sec. 2.3.3. The two methodologies are
utilised as follows:

1. Principal Component Analysis (PCA) + LSP (Baseline Method):
each image is flattened resulting in an array of 256 ⇥ 256 values
which is then compressed through PCA to a single scalar. The re-
sulting monodimensional time series is analyzed with LSP to search
for periodic patterns;

2. Wasserstein dictionary learning (WDL) + LSP: the algorithm is
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Dataset PCA + LSP WDL + LSP CAE + LSP
10�2 pixels X X X
10�3 pixels ⇥ X X
10�4 pixels ⇥ X X
10�5 pixels ⇥ ⇥ X
10�6 pixels ⇥ ⇥ X

Table 6.1. Hit or miss table showing whether the three compared methods
are able to solve the signal detection problems. The five problems are ranked
by the amplitude in pixels of the embedded astrometric signal. A problem is
deemed as solved (X) if the period of the astrometric signal is detected within
10% of its true value in the dataset containing the signal and no spurious signal
is detected in the corresponding empty data. A failure may come from failing
one of the two conditions or both of them.

trained on each full dataset using the Kullback-Leibler divergence
[99] between the input images and those reconstructed from the dic-
tionary.

L(ypred, ytrue) = ytrue · log
ytrue
ypred

= ytrue · (logytrue� logypred) (6.12)

where ypred and ytrue are pixels from respectively the prediction and
input image. The Kullback-Leibler loss is obtained by taking the
mean over all image pixels. The method depends on three param-
eters: the number of iterations L, the � coefficients for the choice
of the Optimal Transport distance, and the number of atoms within
each dictionary S. L was set to 1000, � to 0 in order to use the
Wasserstein distance, while several choices of S were tested and the
best results have been obtained with S = 3.

To measure the CAE image reconstruction capabilities we utilise two met-
rics: the mean structural similarity index (SSIM) and the mean residual
score (MRS) (for details on the mSSIM and MRS see respectively Chapter
4 Sec. 4.2.1 and Sec. 4.4).

Table 6.1 shows, for each dataset (row of the table) which models were
able to solve the signal detection problem. A problem is deemed as solved
if the period of the astrometric signal is detected within 10% of its true
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Figure 6.5. Example of CAE image reconstructions on the Validation set.
The first row contains a random subset of Validation TOLIMAN images, the
second row shows their respective reconstructions produced by the trained
CAE model.

Time Series Period FAP
Target Noiseless Signal 0.33± 0.05 0

CAE ATOM Time Series 0.33± 0.06 7.2⇥ 10�68

Table 6.2. Period and FAP obtained by analysing the LSP of the noiseless
10�6 pixels size (True Signal) and the CAE mono-dimensional latent-space
time series.
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Figure 6.6. In the left panels, a perfect signal is represented at the top and the
relative Lomb Scargle Periodogram obtained from its analysis is represented
at the bottom. On the right, a time series from the atoms obtained with the
deep convolutional auto-encoder applied to TOLIMAN simulation with a 10�6-
level astrometric shift is shown at the top, and its Lomb Scargle Periodogram
is represented at the bottom. The power peaks and their relative FWHM are
shown in red over the power spectrum.
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value in the time series containing the embedded astrometric signal and
no spurious signal is detected in the one containing no signal. As it can
be seen, PCA is able to encode the periodic trend only for the 10�2 sig-
nal, while WDL is able to embed the periodic trend up to 10�4. Our
CAE architecture is able to embed the periodic trend up to 10�6. We
are thus focusing on the detection results of this latter, harder, detection
problem. The final MRS and mSSIM on the Validation set are found to be
respectively 4.4⇥10�8 and 2⇥10�6 and thus the images are reconstructed
with a good enough precision (with respect to the accuracy needed) to
recover the signal. Although the image reconstruction capability of the
network directly correlates with these losses (as one should expect), we do
not find any direct correlation with the signal reconstruction capabilities.
Although after 1000 epochs the l1 Loss gradient flattened, the DSSIM Loss
keeps decreasing up to 5000 epochs while the latent space began showing
an increasing sinusoidal trend in time. To have a loss function that corre-
lates with the signal reconstruction in the latent space, we would need an
architecture that makes use of the time dimension of the images: some-
thing not anticipated at the time of the publication of this work. For this
reason, the network encodes only the detection of the signal and not its
amplitude. The CAE latent space did not show any periodic trend for
all the simulations with no signal injected. Table 6.2 shows the detected
period and its relative error derived through Eq.6.10 and its False Alarm
Probability obtaining analysing respectively the target noiseless signal and
the CAE mono-dimensional Atom time series. The relative Lomb-Scargle
Periodogram, are shown in Fig. 6.6. In yellow we highlighted the power
peak and the FWHM of the power spectrum around that peak.

6.4.1 Discussion of Results

Sec. 6.4 describes both the CAE’s reconstruction capabilities and the
analysis on the atom time series to find its periodicity. We have shown
that the recovered periodicity is compatible with the injected astrometric
signal period and thus that the architecture is able to recover the signal
directly from the TOLIMAN simulation images. One of the main current
issues is the lack of correlation between the Network reconstruction of the
TOLIMAN images and the presence of a periodic trend in the atom time
series. Since the Network is only training with spatial information, in re-
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ality, there is no encoded reason why the latent space should present a
sinusoidal trend with time. The only thing that the latent space should
be encoding is how to reconstruct the images. That being said, given our
knowledge of the sinusoidal nature of the astrometric signal, and since the
astrometric shift is the only element changing through the images in time
apart from uncorrelated Gaussian noise, we do not see any reason why the
latent space should not present a sinusoidal trend with time, regardless of
the fact that we did not apply any constraint (at the architectural level)
to enforce it. As seen in Fig. 6.6, in fact, given enough epochs, the time
series actually shows a sinusoidal behaviour.
A necessary step forward in this work is to produce simulations with in-
creasing noise realism and complexity, in order to evaluate whether Deep
Learning can still be used to recover the astrometric signal. It must be
expected that this simple approach would fail to recover the signal if noise
patterns which show correlations in time are simulated.

6.5 Conclusions

In this work, we have shown how Deep Learning, in particular Deep
Convolutional Autoencoders, can be used to extract, in a completely unsu-
pervised way, periodic astrometric signals with amplitudes of the order of
10�6 with respect to the size of a pixel in simplistic noise conditions. This
is the magnitude of the signals that would be produced by an Earth-like
planet at the habitable zone of a star in the Alpha Centauri binary system
(see Chapter. 2 Sec. 2.4).
We presented a detailed explanation of the adopted network architecture
(see Sec. 6.3) and of the simulations used, which were created using FFT
techniques (see Sec. 6.2). Although the present simulations do not yet
contain some realistic systematic noise components, such as telescope jit-
ter, rotations and aberrations, they pose a significant challenge to classical
unsupervised techniques, due to the small amplitude of the signal with
respect to the pixel size. We have shown that, from the obtained CAE
latent space, we can obtain a time-trend that can be analysed for period-
icity, using any time-domain signal extraction technique. Here we used a
standard Lomb-Scargle technique and were able to find a period consistent
with that of the injected signal (see Sec. 6.4). Finally, we note that in this
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work we only explored a fully unsupervised method for the compression,
although semi-supervised and hybrid methods can be a natural extension,
by considering that we may constrain the problem’s dimensionality – for
instance, a first-order approximation of the shape of the PSF. A further
step will be the generation of increasingly realistic systematic noise con-
tributions, to design network architectures that can handle them and still
allow for the detection of the planetary signal. This work opens an exciting
path that we believe should be further studied, towards the extraction of
periodic signals of binary systems at the milliarcsecond level, directly from
times series of satellite imaging data.
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Chapter 7
Conclusions and Future

Prospects

So Long, and Thanks for All the
Fish.

Douglas Adams

In this Thesis, I have developed a set of Deep Learning based pipelines
to solve several ill-conditioned inverse problems within the fields of Ra-
dio Interferometry and Narrow-Angle Astrometry. The purpose of this
conclusive Chapter is to showcase the main scientific conclusions obtained
addressing the three problems tackled in the Thesis and outline future
prospects and directions. The chapter is divided into three sections, one
for each problem, in which a short summary of the relative Chapter is
given, before outlining future prospects.

7.1 Detection and Characterisation of ALMA

Sources through Deep Learning

The planned upgrades to correlators and broadening of the receiver’s
bandwidth will bring ALMA in the Terabyte regime. As a result ALMA
cube imaging will become a very demanding task necessitating novel auto-
mated pipelines capable of tackling the interferometric deconvolution prob-
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lem and performing source detection and characterization with matching
speeds and with the performances required to reliably use the obtained pro-
cessed data products (such as sources morphological parameters and prop-
erties) for scientific purposes. To address this, in collaboration with several
ESO researchers, I developed a Deep Learning source detection and char-
acterization pipeline which, by working directly on dirty interferometric
calibrated data cubes which have not undergone any prior de-convolution,
is able to combine spatial and frequency information to reliably detect and
characterize embedded Astronomical sources. The performed experiments
and the developed pipeline are optimized to address two separate prob-
lems:

1. can Deep Learning be used to solve the ALMA image deconvolution
problem in order to speed up and improve on the performance of
tCLEAN [70]?

2. Can Deep Learning be used to reliably detect and characterise sources
in the prevision of its use to search for serendipitous high-redshift
sources within targeted ALMA observation or in a blind-search fash-
ion on the full ALMA database?

To train and test the capabilities of the proposed pipeline, we needed
thousands of ALMA models and dirty cube pairs and, for that reason, we
created our own simple but realistic simulations of ALMA observations by
combining Python and bash scripting with the Common Astronomy Soft-
ware Application (CASA) v. 6.5.0.15 [105] Python libraries. The need to
use simulated data instead of real ALMA observations arises from several
practical necessities: a) in order to evaluate the pipeline’s performance
and reliability and its dependence on sources’ observational and morpho-
logical parameters, we need full control over the data properties; b) in
order to assess the reconstruction quality of our pipeline and its ability
to solve the deconvolution problem without relying on CLEAN deconvo-
lution, we need noiseless sky observations which are unattainable for real
observations. Given that the foreseen scientific application of the pipeline
is the search of serendipitous sources within high redshift (z > 3) ALMA
observations, we simulate, in each cube, a central primary source with a
given SNR, surrounded by less bright serendipitous sources that can occupy
any position in the cube. The simulation code is made available through
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GitHub allows the community to generate thousands of ALMA data cubes
in parallel. Regarding the architecture of the proposed architecture, it is
composed of six deep learning models interconnected through logical oper-
ations: Blobs Finder, a Convolutional Autoencoder, detects sources within
the frequency-integrated data cubes, Deep GRU a Deep Recurrent Neural
Network, exploits the frequency domain and detects emission peaks in the
spectra extracted from sources detected by Blobs Finder, and the ResNets
regress the source parameters from ’spectrally focused’ images created by
cropping spatially around the sources, and integrating within their emis-
sion range found by Deep GRU, and the line emission images created by
masking the cube with the 3D emission models found by combining Blobs
Finder and Deep GRU predicted emission ranges (in the spatial and fre-
quency planes of the cube, respectively). 5, 000 simulated cube pairs were
generated containing 22, 532 simulated sources and randomly divided into
a train, validation, and test sets using the rather usual 60%, 20%, 20%
splitting criterion. The proposed pipeline successfully detected 92.3% of
the simulated test set sources with no false positives. While the achieved
performances are promising for the prospect of applying the pipeline to
real data, the low FPRs of the DL models and the subsequent removal of
the remaining FPs through SNR and geometrical criteria (FP detection
and source deblending step) are closely related to the simplified assump-
tions that were made to generate the mock data. Integration times and
antenna configurations are kept constant resulting in a very low dirty beam
variation across the data. Only single peak spectra are simulated without
taking into consideration the effects of inclination with the observer’s line
of sight or velocity dispersion within the galaxy, resulting in simplified
spectral profiles. Quality assessment is performed by comparing our re-
sults against three other methods, blobcat, Sofia-2 and decoras. The
first two are widely known traditional methods used for source detection
and characterisation in Radio Astronomy, while the latter is another DL
pipeline constructed to solve a similar problem for another Radio Interfer-
ometer, the Very Long Baseline Array (VLBA). We notice a substantial
improvement in both precision and recall with respect to the first two
methods and a smaller improvement with respect to decoras in both
the number of the detected sources and the quality of the reconstructed
true sky models. Blobs Finders’ and decoras’ low numbers of FPs with
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respect to Sofia-2 and blobcat are explainable due to the DL models ca-
pabilities of approximating the dirty beam. While Blobs Finder improved
performances over decoras are due to architectural choices and training
strategies, we believe that if dirty beam variations are increased by simulat-
ing multiple antenna configurations and observing conditions (integration
time or azimuth), the number of FPs detected by both models will prob-
ably increase due to the increased complexity required to approximate a
more realistic variating PSF. Regarding the source characterisation per-
formances, source positions are found with subpixel errors in spatial and
frequency domains, while projection angles and flux densities estimations
show a relative error within the standard amplitude calibration error of
interferometric data (' 10% [36]) for respectively 73% and 80% of all
sources. A direct comparison with tCLEAN is performed on the radio-
interferometric deconvolution task over the 1000 simulated test set cubes
and shows that Blobs Finder is able to outperform tCLEAN in both speed
and sky model reconstruction performance. This result was only obtained
on simulated cubes containing simple point-like sources and further in-
vestigations will be required on cubes containing sources with extended
emissions and complex morphologies and on real data before definitive
conclusions can be drown. Several interesting scientific questions rise up
from the results obtained so far on the solution of the ALMA image re-
construction and source detection and characterisation problems through
Deep Learning: can we maintain the obtained performances on the detec-
tion and characterisation problem in case of more complex and realistic
beam variation and source morphology? Can we outperform tCLEAN

in case of extended emission? In future work, we plan to answer both
questions. In fact, we aim to improve our simulation code to include more
complex galaxy morphologies and extended emission simulation which re-
quires the use of physically-based models for the galaxy kinematics and
employ spectral catalogues to generate several spectral profiles for differ-
ent classes of sources with the primary goal of improving the quality of
our simulations, and the additional goal of having a publicly available and
easy to use simulation code that the community may use to generate com-
mon data sets on which compare different architectures. Alongside we
want to modify our pipeline to account for much more complex spectral
profiles. The DL pipeline is currently tailored to detect single-peak emis-



7.1. Detection and Characterisation of ALMA

Sources through Deep Learning 185

sion lines, assuming that celestial sources have a single positively defined
emission peak in their spectra. The above does not hold for absorption
line detection or for sources with multi-peak spectral profiles. Both the
peak detection (on Deep GRUs denoised spectra) and FP detection and
removal (on spectrally focused images through SNR criteria) algorithms
will thus need to be modified when dealing with real observations. For
example, the latter could be substituted by a similar ResNet Classifier to
that that we have employed in the Revised SKA pipeline. We are also
planning to make an assessment on faint signal detection, especially in the
presence of strong sidelobes in the cubes and asses the pipeline capabilities
in the case of data containing several uv coverages and array configura-
tions, which should result in a greater variation of the dirty beam within
the data, thus posing a more complex image reconstruction problem. Fur-
thermore, we also plan to make tests about incorporating the dirty beam
within our pipeline in order to improve the image reconstruction capabil-
ities. Regarding the solution of the ALMA deconvolution problem, given
the obtained performances on simplified simulations with Deep Learning
and the improvements obtained on both speed and reconstruction quality
with respect to tCLEAN, we think that this should be explored in greater
detail through the use of the planned improved simulations and real data.
Regarding the foreseen scientific application of the developed pipeline, i.e.
the detection of high-redshift galaxies, we are already carrying out the
necessary operations of data retrieval from the archive in search of high-
redshift observations which may contain star-forming galaxies. In fact,
among the many key drivers of galaxy evolution (AGNs feedback, mergers,
clumps), the Star Formation Rate (SFR) is one of the key points neces-
sary to achieve a complete galaxy evolution theory. While up to z ' 3,
we have a robust understanding of the star formation history thanks to
several multiwavelength surveys, constraints at z > 3 are mostly based
on the ultraviolet rest-frame, which is very sensitive to dust reddening.
In fact, when young stars and their surrounding HII regions coexist with
dust, a small amount of their short-wavelength emission is absorbed by
the dust and re-emitted in the far infrared (FIR) and, at high redshifts,
these wavelengths are observed in the sub-millimetre regime [68]. For such
reason, as well as for their faintness, the demographic of dusty galaxies at
z > 3 is still very uncertain, thus undermining our understanding of the
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initial phases of galaxy evolution. ALMA offers the possibility to tackle
this problem and in fact, the frequency range covered by the ALMA bands
probes the thermal dust spectrum of high-redshift galaxies, covering it
from the long-wavelength Rayleigh-Jeans tail to the Spectral Energy Dis-
tribution (SED) peak features [68]. The logical answer to fill the described
observational bias at high redshift is to perform dedicated surveys with
ALMA. However, in this case, two main problems arise: to resolve such
high redshift galaxies long exposure times are needed (2 - 10 hrs); and,
given the small field of view of ALMA, scans contain a single scientific tar-
get. These limitations imply that any high redshift survey would require a
serious commitment in telescope time. Still, the ‘Origins of Galaxies’ is one
of the three fundamental science drivers for ALMA in the next decades,
and the community has devoted and will devote telescope time to per-
form targeted observations of high redshift galaxies (Large Programs such
ASPECS, ALPINE, ALCS, REBELS, CRISTAL, ASPIRE). To increase
the number of detectable galaxies, the community has also searched for
serendipitous sources within known high redshift ALMA observations and
performed blind detection on the available data [95, 48]. To my knowl-
edge, all these source detection studies employ similar methodologies for
data cleaning and source detection: CASA (tCLEAN) for data clean-
ing and S/N threshold-based algorithms that utilise convolving kernels to
search for statistically meaningful correlations within the data (findclumps,
clumpfind), for source detection. In future work, I plan to optimise and em-
ploy the developed pipeline to search in a blind search fashion for serendip-
itous high redshift galaxies within data collected in the above-mentioned
ALMA Large Programs and in other high redshift targets already within
the ESO Science Archive Facility. For that reason, I’m beginning the re-
trieval of targeted high redshift Quasi Stellar Objects (QSO) observations
with known serendipitous sources in order to have the first test on real
ALMA data.
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7.2 The SKA Data Challenge 2: Detection and

Characterisation of SKA Sources

through Deep Learning

The Square Kilometre Array (SKA) first observations will mark a
paradigm shift not only in our knowledge of the primordial universe thanks
to its sensibility but also in how scientific investigations are carried on to
gain knowledge from such observations. In order to perform such sensi-
tive observations and extract meaningful scientific information from them,
an unprecedented amount of data will need to be captured, transported,
processed, stored, shared and analysed. This will require extensive inno-
vations in the way these tasks are traditionally carried out. With this
goal in mind, the SKA Observatory (SKAO) has set up several data chal-
lenges, the latter of which, the SKA Data Challenge 2 consisted of the
detection and characterisation of astronomical sources embedded in a 931
GBs data cube (5851⇥ 5851⇥ 6668 pixels) simulating an HI imaging dat-
acube representative of future SKA MID spectral line observations. In
the Chapter, we showcase our two attempts at solving the Challenge, two
DL-based pipelines. The first one was devised in collaboration with other
Cosmostatistic Initiative (COIN) members and directly participated in the
Challenge (COIN pipeline), while the second one was developed by me
and built upon the previous one in order to solve its main shortcomings
and issues (Revised pipeline): a high number of false positive detections,
poor segmentation performances, and several bugs within the data prepro-
cessing. The two pipelines share the same working principles and some
common elements. Both pipelines receive as input a 3D 64 ⇥ 64 ⇥ 128
patch of the input cube and process it in order to predict a corresponding
segmentation map masking with 1 pixels belonging to the sources within
the cube and with 0 the rest. The operation is carried out in parallel
by two models: a DL model and our 3D re-implementation of the Starlet
Multi-Scale vision model. The DL model is a 3D Convolutional Autoen-
coder in the COIN pipeline and 3D ResNet CAE in the revised pipeline.
The two predicted segmentation maps are combined together (averaged)
and post-processed in order to detect meaningful emissions. This is the
Crossmatch + Quality Cuts step of the pipeline. The surviving candidates
(or more precisely the pixels belonging to the candidates) are preserved



188 Chapter 7. Conclusions and Future Prospects

in the segmentation map while the remaining pixels are set to 0. In or-
der to account for the fact the Segmentation networks may have missed
source boundaries which, given the nature of the simulated data and the
spreading effect of the dirty beam, could be at or below the noise level,
each source segmentation map is dilated by a factor td. The resulting
processed segmentation map cube is multiplied with the input 3D patch
to get the moment masked cube which contains all the input pixels val-
ues belonging to source candidates and the remaining pixels set to 0. For
each detected source, we extract two 32 ⇥ 32 ⇥ 128 pixel patches centred
around the source bounding box, one from the segmentation-masked cube
and one from the moment-masked cube. These are the 3D source segmen-
tation map and the 3D source moment-masked cube. In both pipelines,
the source 3D segmentation map is used to estimate the source position
in the cube. In the Revised pipeline a 3D ResNet Classifier is used to
flag and eliminate false detections. In the COIN Pipeline, the projection
angle ✓ was instead estimated to simple ellipse fitting to the integrated
source segmentation map. Sources moment masked cubes are then passed
along to a series of specialized ResNets which regress the embedded sources
morphological parameters. The performances of the two DL pipelines are
compared with the other 12 DL and traditional pipelines which competed
in the challenge. Our revised pipeline achieves the highest score reach-
ing similar results to the two winning DL-based pipelines MINERVA and
FORSKA-Sweden with the advantage of being able to retain performances
on the brightest end of the data-integrated line flux distribution. This is
achieved through the combination of the DL models with a traditional
compressed sensing technique such as the Multi Vision model. In fact,
nevertheless, the DL Segmenter suffers from the under-representation of
bright sources within the training set, the same bright sources are easier
to detect for the Multi Vision model. The success obtained by pipelines
combining multiple models to detect sources within SKA Data (Revised,
MINERVA, FORSKA-Sweden) seems to suggest that ensembling may be
the key to further pushing the overall performance. We believe that fur-
ther increases may be obtaining increasing the amount of prior information
used by the pipelines. As an example, the dirty beam should be known
fairly well for a given observation with only minor fluctuations due to at-
mospheric and observational uncertainties to still be accounted for. In
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future work, we plan to introduce the dirty beam as a first approximation
of the PSF, and to reformulate the problem in a residual fashion in order
to ease the problem complexity and try and push down the flux detection
limit of our pipeline.

7.3 The TOLIMAN Signal Detection Problem: pe-

riodic Astrometric Signal Recovery through

Deep Learning

The TOLIMAN space telescope [152] is a low-cost mission which aims
to push the boundaries of astrometric measurements in binary star systems
and to enable the detection of Earth-like planets around ↵ Centauri, our
closest extra-solar system and other close candidate star systems. The mis-
sion is optimised to search for habitable-zone planets that, for ↵ Centauri,
imply deflections with amplitudes of the order of ⇠ 1µas over roughly
1-year orbital periods. The detection of such a small astrometric signal
has never been reported before in the Astronomical literature. We have
investigated the use of DL for the detection of such astronomical signals,
expressed as shifts in the position of two overlapping Point Spread Func-
tions (PSF), embedded in realistic simulations of the TOLIMAN’s mission:
a three-year observation of the ↵ Centauri star system. Given the config-
uration of the optical system, the scale of the shifts in the image plane
is about one-millionth of a pixel (10�6 pix), thus exquisite stability is re-
quired: these motions are only manifest as a sinusoidal perturbation over
year timescales. Although there are many potential sources of imperfection
and error, this first study restricts itself to the most basic and fundamen-
tal one, with noise processes arising principally from photon noise and the
spatial discretisation of the signal. Additional terms, such as imperfect
spacecraft pointing, jitter and roll stability, will be addressed in future
work. The simulated data products consisted of six datasets containing,
respectively, signals with amplitudes of 10�2, 10�3, 10�4, 10�5 and 10�6

times the pixel size, constant flux PSFs (each of the two binaries’ PSF
presenting the same flux over time), an image peak value of 109 photons
and photon noise arising from the Poisson statistics. Due to the absence
of any realistic noise components (jitter, rotations, aberrations, etc.), each
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image can be cropped with a 256⇥ 256 pixels window centred around the
image barycenter. This preprocessing is needed in order to eliminate any
spurious shift in the image pixels which would result in adjoining noise
components with amplitudes several orders of magnitude higher than any
of the injected signals. The proposed pipeline is based on a custom Convo-
lutional Autoencoder (CAE) tasked with compressing the image sequence
into a mono-dimensional latent space followed by the analysis of the latent
space through a Lomb-Scargle periodogram (LSP) [96, 132, 156] in order to
detect periodic components within the latent space and recover the target
period. The signal compression performances obtained by the CAE and
the correlated capability of extracting the signal through the LSP are com-
pared with Principal Component Analysis (as baseline) and Wasserstein
dictionary learning (WDL) [133] showing improved detection capabilities.
While PCA was able to capture the periodic trend only for the easiest of
problems (10�2), and WDL managed to push it up to 10�4, the CAE was
the only model that was able to capture a periodic trend consistent with
that of the injected signal up to the required amplitude of 10�6 times the
size of the pixel. In future work, we plan to investigate the signal detection
capabilities in case of further and increasingly realistic noise contributions,
and we plan to modify the architecture by employing a first estimate of
the TOLIMAN PSF as a prior to constraint thus regularising the problem.
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