
Robust Edge Detection Based on Non-Local Contribution of Local Frequency
Characteristics

Alexander Wong
Systems Design Engineering

University of Waterloo
Waterloo, Ontario, Canada

a28wong@engmail.uwaterloo.ca

William Bishop
Electrical and Computer Engineering

University of Waterloo
Waterloo, Ontario, Canada
wdbishop@uwaterloo.ca

Abstract

This paper introduces a robust approach to the problem
of edge detection in situations characterized by high lev-
els of image degradation and illumination non-uniformity.
Popular edge detection methods are dependent solely on lo-
cal image characteristics to localize edge information. In
the proposed algorithm, we demonstrate that superior edge
detection performance can be achieved by utilizing non-
local image characteristics. This is accomplished by esti-
mating the edge strength of a given pixel based on the lo-
cal frequency characteristics of every pixel within an image.
The proposed method is highly robust to scenarios charac-
terized by illumination non-uniformity and low signal-to-
noise ratios. Experimental results show that using the pro-
posed method, edge detection can be qualitatively improved
over existing methods on a small set of test images.

1 Introduction

One of the most important tasks in computer vision and
pattern recognition is edge detection, where edge charac-
teristics are extracted from a given image. Such structural
characteristics are very important in computer vision appli-
cations such as scene analysis, motion tracking, character
recognition, and robotic vision. There are many issues that
make edge detection a particularly challenging problem to
solve in real-world situations. First, it is often the case
that an image being analyzed is contaminated by noise and
other forms of image degradation due to intrinsic and ex-
trinsic factors. Furthermore, illumination and contrast non-
uniformity make it difficult to identify edge characteristics
in a consistent manner. Finally, it can be difficult to localize
edge characteristics due to scale differences in image struc-
tures. Therefore, a edge detection method that is robust to
the aforementioned issues is desired.

Many algorithms have been proposed for the purpose of
edge detection. These can be generally grouped into three
main categories:

1. First-order methods (e.g., Roberts, Prewitt, Sobel,
Canny [1]),

2. Second-order methods (e.g., Marr-Hildreth [2], Linde-
berg [3]), and

3. Wavelet-based methods [4, 5, 6, 7].

While the Canny method remains one of the most widely
used edge detection algorithms, recent research into edge
detection has focused on multi-scale wavelet models.
Wavelet-based methods are less sensitive to image noise
as edge characteristics are extracted across multiple scales.
Since image noise typically manifests itself at finer scales,
edge detection across different wavelet scales allows edge
characteristics caused by noise to be removed without pre-
filtering. It is important to note that the proposed wavelet-
based algorithm can be integrated into a Canny edge detec-
tor since a Canny edge detector can utilize any positively-
weighted edge strength map as its basis of edge extraction.

One characteristic shared by all popular edge detection
methods is that they are dependent solely on local image
characteristics to determine edge information. As such,
these techniques are limited to the information within a
small neighborhood around a particular pixel. In this paper,
we propose that superior edge detection performance can be
achieved with an alternative approach by utilizing non-local
image characteristics from across the entire image. This al-
ternative approach is inspired by the human vision system,
which is able to infer structural characteristics in situations
characterized by noise and visual degradation based on pat-
terns found in the surrounding environment. The proposed
algorithm extends upon the basic local edge detection con-
cepts presented in [7] such that the edge strength of a given
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pixel is estimated based on the local frequency characteris-
tics of every pixel within an image. This technique is robust
to scenarios that are characterized by illumination and con-
trast conditions as well as low signal-to-noise ratios.

This paper is organized as follows. The proposed edge
detection algorithm is described in Section 2. Experimental
results are presented and discussed in Section 3. Finally,
conclusions are drawn in Section 4.

2 Proposed Algorithm

The proposed algorithm is a multi-scale, complex-valued
wavelet approach that utilizes the local frequency charac-
teristics of every pixel in the image. It can be broken up
into the following steps. First, the local frequency char-
acteristics are computed for each pixel of the image us-
ing complex-valued wavelets at multiple scales. The multi-
scale local frequency characteristics at each pixel are then
combined into a single local frequency characteristic fea-
ture based on a model of the human vision system. Finally,
the edge strength of each pixel in the image is estimated
through a weighted aggregation of the combined local fre-
quency characteristic features of every pixel in the image.

2.1 Extraction and Combination of Local
Frequency Characteristics

The first step in the proposed algorithm is to extract
the local frequency characteristics of each pixel at multi-
ple scales and orientations, and combine them into a single
local frequency characteristic feature at each pixel based on
a model of the human vision system. A recent approach
to combining local frequency characteristics into a single
local frequency characteristic feature that has been shown
to be effective is that based on the local phase coherence
model [8, 7, 9]. This approach has been shown to effec-
tively model the sensitivity of the human vision system to
structural characteristics in visual data [8]. This concept
has been further enhanced in the approach proposed by
Kovesi [7], where variations in local phase coherence due
to orientation is taken into account. As such, the approach
used in the proposed algorithm to combine local frequency
characteristics of each pixel across multiple scales and ori-
entations is based on the aforementioned approach. The lo-
cal amplitude and phase characteristics pertaining to each
pixel are first extracted using a complex-valued wavelet
transform at multiple scales and orientation (e.g., Gabor
wavelet transform, Dual-tree complex wavelet transform,
etc.). The local phase coherence at each pixel is the com-
puted by combining the local frequency characteristics of
each pixel in the following manner:

P (x, θ) =

∑
n

W (x, θ) bAn (x, θ) ∆Φ(x, θ)− T c∑
n

An (x, θ) + ε
(1)

∆Φn(x, θ) = cos
(
φn (x, θ)− φ̄ (x, θ)

)
−

∣∣sin (
φn (x, θ)− φ̄ (x, θ)

)∣∣
(2)

where W represents the frequency spread weighting factor,
An and φn represents the amplitude and phase at wavelet
scale n respectively, φ̄ represents the weighted mean phase,
T represents the noise threshold and ε is a small constant
used to avoid division by zero.

To take the variations in local phase coherence due to
orientation into account, the maximum moment of phase
coherence at each pixel is then determined by combining
the local phase coherences across multiple orientations in
the following manner:

κ(x) =
1

2



∑
θ

[
(P (x, θ) sin(θ))2 + (P (x, θ) cos(θ))2

]
+√√√√√√√ 4

(∑
θ

(P (x, θ) sin(θ)) (P (x, θ) cos(θ))

)2

+(∑
θ

[
(P (x, θ) cos(θ))2 − (P (x, θ) sin(θ))2

])2


(3)

where P (x, θ) is the local phase coherence at orientation
θ. The maximum moment of phase coherence at each pixel
provides information about its structural characteristics so
it can be used to estimate the edge strength of pixels within
the image.

2.2 Estimation of Edge Strength

The next step in the proposed algorithm is to estimate
the edge strength of each pixel based on the local frequency
characteristics of all pixels within the image. As such, it is
necessary to devise a method for aggregating the maximum
moments of phase coherence of all pixels in a weighted
manner such that the estimated edge strength reflects the
underlying characteristics of each pixel in the image. The
weighted aggregation approach taken in the proposed algo-
rithm is based on the concept of non-local means [11, 10],
where the contribution of information at one point to the es-
timation of information at another point is weighted based
on the similarity of local neighborhoods. In the proposed al-
gorithm, the contribution of local frequency characteristics
at one pixel to the estimation of the edge strength at an-
other pixel is weighted based on the similarity of maximum
moments of local phase coherence within local neighbor-
hoods. Based on this concept, the estimated edge strength
ê at a pixel p can be calculated as the weighted aggrega-
tion of maximum moments of local phase coherence in the
following manner:
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ê(p) =
∑
q∈I

w(p, q)κ(q) (4)

where w(p, q) is a weighting function that evaluates the
similarity of maximum moments of local phase coherence
between the local neighborhoods of two pixels at p and q
respectively. The weighting function can be expressed in
the following manner:

w(p, q) =
1

Z(p)
e−

 1
2πσ

e

−

(
(ς)2

2σ2

)
‖κ(ςp)−κ(ςq)‖22


λ2 (5)

where ςp and ςq represents the local neighborhood around
p and q respectively, ς represents a region with the same
neighborhood size as ςp and ςq, Z(p) is a normalization
term defined as Z(p) =

∑
q

w(p, q), and λ is the relaxation

coefficient that can be adjusted based on the degree of ap-
proximation desired.

3 Experimental Results

To test the effectiveness of the proposed algorithm for
improved edge detection, a test set of five carefully cho-
sen images was contaminated with White Gaussian noise.
The resulting test set images exhibit illumination non-
uniformity and low signal-to-noise ratios. An edge strength
map was computed for each image using the proposed
method. For purposes of comparison, edge strength maps
were generated using the Sobel operator and multi-scale
edge detection using the Roberts operator. For the Sobel
operator, the noisy image was pre-filtered using a Gaussian
smoothing kernel to reduce the effect of noise on the edge
detection process. This smoothing process is the same as
that performed in the Canny edge detector, which utilizes
such first-order derivative operators for finding the gradi-
ent of an image. The resulting edge strength maps for each
of the test images are shown in Figure 1, Figure 2, Fig-
ure 3, Figure 4, and Figure 5. It can be seen that the pro-
posed method is able to extract highly localized edges at
the correct scale. Furthermore, it can be observed in TEST3
that the edge strength for the proposed method is largely
unaffected by illumination variations. More importantly, it
can be observed that the proposed algorithm produces edge
strength maps that are noticeably more structurally consis-
tent than the other methods. This can be attributed to the
fact that the proposed method utilizes structural character-
istics from the entire image to compensate for structural
degradation caused by the presence of significant amounts
of noise. These observations demonstrate the effectiveness

of the proposed approach in achieving good edge detec-
tion performance in situations characterized by illumination
non-uniformity and low signal-to-noise ratios.

Figure 1. TEST1: a) Test image 1; edge
strength maps using b) Sobel method, c)
Multi-scale Roberts method, d) Proposed
method

Figure 2. TEST2: a) Test image 2; edge
strength maps using b) Sobel method, c)
Multi-scale Roberts method, d) Proposed
method

4 Conclusions

This paper introduced a novel approach to edge detec-
tion based on the non-local contributions of local frequency
characteristics. By utilizing the structural characteristics of
every pixel in the image, it was shown that edge detection
can be qualitatively improved over existing methods on a
small set of carefully chosen test images. The proposed al-
gorithm can be integrated into a Canny edge detector to pro-
vide improved edge detection performance. Future research
will investigate alternative weighting functions for deter-
mining the contributions of local frequency characteristics
from non-local pixels on the estimation of edge strength to
see if improved edge detection performance can be achieved
on a large set of test images.
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Figure 3. TEST3: a) Test image 3; edge
strength maps using b) Sobel method, c)
Multi-scale Roberts method, d) Proposed
method

Figure 4. TEST4: a) Test image 4; edge
strength maps using b) Sobel method, c)
Multi-scale Roberts method, d) Proposed
method

Figure 5. TEST5: a) Test image 5; edge
strength maps using b) Sobel method, c)
Multi-scale Roberts method, d) Proposed
method

5 Acknowledgment

The authors would like to thank the Natural Sciences
and Engineering Research Council (NSERC) of Canada for
funding this project.

References

[1] J. Canny, ”A computational approach to edge detec-
tion”, IEEE Transactions on Pattern Recognition and
Machine Intelligence, vol. 8, no. 6, pp. 679-698, 1986.

[2] D. Marr and E. Hildreth. ”Theory of edge detection,”
Proceedings of the Royal Society, London B, 207, pp.
187-217, 1980.

[3] T. Lindeberg, ”Edge detection and ridge detection with
automatic scale selection”, International Journal of
Computer Vision, vol. 30, no. 2, pp 117-154, 1998.

[4] M. Sun and R. Sclabassi, ”Symmetric wavelet edge de-
tector of the minimum length,” Proceedings of ICIP,
vol. 2, pp. 177-180, 1995.

[5] L. Zhang and P. Bao, ”Edge detection by scale multipli-
cation in wavelet domain,” Pattern Recognition Letters,
vol. 23, no. 15, pp. 1771-1784, 2002.

[6] M. Gendron and J. Ioup, ”Wavelet Multi-scale Edge
Detection for Extraction of Geographic Features to Im-
prove Vector Map Databases,” Journal of Navigation,
vol. 53, pp. 79-92, 2000.

[7] P. Kovesi, ”Phase congruency detects corners and
edges,” The Australian Pattern Recognition Society
Conference, pp. 309-318, 2003.

122

Authorized licensed use limited to: University of Waterloo. Downloaded on March 9, 2009 at 12:16 from IEEE Xplore.  Restrictions apply.



[8] M. Morrone and D. Burr, ”Feature detection in human
vision: A phase-dependent energy model,” Proceedings
of the Royal Society of London B, vol. 235, pp. 221-245,
1988.

[9] Z. Wang and E. Simoncelli, ”Local Phase Coherence
and the Perception of Blur,” Advances in Neural Infor-
mation Processing Systems, vol. 16, 2004.

[10] A. Buades, B. Coll, and J.-M. Morel, “Nonlocal image
and movie denoising,” International Journal of Com-
puter Vision, vol. (to appear), 2007.

[11] M. Mahmoudi and G. Sapiro, “Fast image and video
denoising via nonlocal means of similar neighbor-
hoods,” IEEE Signal Processing Letters, vol. 12, no. 12,
pp. 839–842, December 2005.

123

Authorized licensed use limited to: University of Waterloo. Downloaded on March 9, 2009 at 12:16 from IEEE Xplore.  Restrictions apply.


