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Abstract

We present a machine learning work flow for the paramet-
ric inversion of grain bin measurements in which a neural
network is trained solely on synthetic data for a unique bin
geometry. This neural network can subsequently be used
to rapidly obtain 4 inversion parameters (grain height, cone
angle, and bulk real and imaginary permittivity of the grain)
from uncalibrated, experimental data. We have previously
shown that these 4 parameters can be used to calibrate ex-
perimental data and serve as prior information for full-data
inversion. Our results show that a densely connected neural
network that supports multifrequency data can better pre-
dict the cone angle of grain, and perform almost as well
on grain height predictions, as the single-frequency simplex
inversion method previously described. These findings sug-
gest that neural networks trained on synthetic data may be a
useful tool in the inversion of experimental data, providing
prior information and a method for calibration.

1 Introduction

Grain is typically harvested and stored in large metal grain
bins before being processed. The most important economic
factor affecting grain price is simply the weight of grain
in the bin, with the moisture content also having an effect
on the value of the crop. Current methods for measuring
grain levels and moisture content vary and can involve a
person physically climbing inside the bin to obtain mea-
surements, which is impractical and dangerous. Our group
has previously presented an electromagnetic imaging sys-
tem for monitoring grain bins [1] and has shown that phase-
less parametric inversion can provide useful prior informa-
tion and enable calibration to improve the results of full-
data (magnitude and phase) inversion of grain in a grain
bin [2]. Grain bin measurements are taken as often as once
per day, and current parametric inversion methods are com-
putationally expensive and time consuming, requiring a few
hundred forward solver calls, over several hours, to produce
a result.

The grain bin problem, which involves repeated calculation
of the same parameters on a fixed region of interest, is an
ideal application for neural networks. Neural networks are
currently being studied for their applications to the inverse

scattering problem and microwave imaging. Such networks
have yielded promising results for both parametric syn-
thetic [3] and pixel-based inversions for synthetic data and
experimental data from the Institute Fresnel database [4].

Neural networks are computationally expensive to train,
requiring large training sets to obtain accurate models.
Once trained however, a neural network can perform com-
plex computations on new data in a short amount of time.
Each bin may have a unique geometry, but for applica-
tions such as inventory management, inversion must be per-
formed regularly without changes to the bin geometry or
transceiver locations. As each bin, and therefore each im-
plementation of the proposed neural network, is unique, it
is not practical to obtain large experimental data sets for
training (in this work we analysed the performance on 14
experimental data sets). For this reason the neural network
must be trained solely on synthetic data that models the var-
ious fill patterns of grain in the bin. Once trained, such a
network could be used to quickly analyse the experimental
data obtained at each measurement.

2 Neural Network

A densely connected neural network architecture, imple-
mented with TensorFlow Keras [5], was chosen for this
study for simplicity and for ease of implementation and
training. We present results for a Hopper-style bin with 24
transceivers positioned at known locations on the bin wall,
as shown in Figure 1. For this bin / transceiver set up, mea-
surements are taken at frequencies ranging from 70 MHz
to 110 MHz in 5-MHz steps. Our previous measurements
have shown that data obtained in the 90-95 MHz range pro-
vides the most accurate reconstructions.

The described neural network accepts field measurements
as inputs and computes 4 parameters: grain height, cone
angle, bulk real permittivity, and bulk imaginary permittiv-
ity of the grain. More than 50,000 synthetic measurement
sets were generated at each frequency, using an finite ele-
ment method (FEM) forward solver as described by Zakaria
et al [6], to create the training sets. Meshes were generated
for various heights (-1.985 m to 1.920 m, in 0.195 m steps,
where a height of 0 m corresponds to the vertical center of
cylindrical portion of the bin (Figure 1)) and cone angles



Figure 1. Hopper-style bin with antennas shown in white,
and grain fill shown in red. The cone angle, φ , and the
height, h, are shown, and the height reference of 0 m is
identified.

(−30◦ to 30◦, in 3◦ steps). The FEM solver was called on
each mesh for permittivities with real component ranging
from 3.0 to 5.0 (in 0.18 steps) and imaginary component
ranging from -0.6 to -0.2 (in 0.036 steps).

We trained and tested 3 different neural network architec-
tures, as described in Table 1. Each architecture was trained
with a batch size of 1000 for 100 epochs. Output size de-
notes the number of parameters computed (4) and the num-
ber of frequencies is a recommended number (each archi-
tecture can accept from 1 to N frequencies, where N is the
number of frequencies in the full dataset). Each architec-
ture differs in the number of hidden layers; the addition of
each hidden layer increases the number of neurons in the
first (largest) hidden layer.

Table 1. Neural network architectures.

Architecture Number of Hidden Output
frequencies layers size

NN-1 1 4 4
NN-2 3 5 4
NN-3 6 6 4

3 Results

3.1 Experimental Testing Data

For a hopper-style bin located at the University of Mani-
toba (described previously in [1,2]), we collected 14 data
sets with hard red winter wheat. In order to create a wide
variety of data sets, the bin was filled and emptied several
times, and we also manually flattened the grain in several
data sets. Each time the grain was moved, we obtained the
grain height and cone angle by manual measurement. These
measured values of cone angle and grain height for each

data set are shown in Figure 2 (black triangles). For these
data sets, the permittivity of the grain was not measured via
other means, so we have not provided accuracy estimates
for the neural network. The average moisture content of the
grain (8 samples, taken with a Dickey-John GAC2100) was
measured to be 13.6%, and the bulk density of the grain was
found to be between 0.80 and 0.85 g/cm3.

3.2 Neural Network Performance

Using the 3 architectures described in Table 1, 5 neural
networks were trained and tested against 14 sets of experi-
mental data for which the grain height and cone angle were
measured and recorded. Table 2 compares the average ab-
solute error of the height and cone angle data relative to
the measured (experimental) values for each of the 5 neural
networks (NN) and 2 single-frequency simplex inversions
(SI). Of the 5 neural networks evaluated, NN-3 (Table 1)
had the lowest error. The 80-105-MHz network had the
lowest error for grain height and the 85-100-MHz network
had the lowest error for cone angle. The simplex inversion
method yielded a lower error than the 80-105-MHz network
for grain height, but both of these neural networks outper-
formed simplex inversion when predicting cone angle. Fig-
ure 2 shows the predicted and measured values for height
and cone angle. For these figures the height and cone angle
were independently sorted for increasing values. The lines
in Figure 2 are not intended to suggest any connection be-
tween individual experimental data sets, but rather they are
designed to emphasize the variations in each data series.

Table 2. Average absolute error for height and cone angle
with each parametric inversion.

Frequency Method Height (m) Cone angle (◦)
(MHz) Error Error

Neural Networks
70 NN-1 0.4467 9.695
90 NN-1 0.2915 6.716

90-95 NN-2 0.2244 6.258
85-100 NN-3 0.2042 5.010
80-105 NN-3 0.1560 5.690

Simplex method
70 SI 0.1175 6.388
90 SI 0.1384 6.698

True values for the bulk permittivities (εre − jεim) of the
grain are not available for the experimental data set, posing
a challenge for quantitative validation of the permittivity re-
sults. We compare the neural network predictions to those
obtained through simplex inversion to provide preliminary
validation of the results. The simplex method (70 MHz)
predicted an average real permittivity of 4.112, with a stan-
dard deviation of 0.223, and an average imaginary permit-
tivity of -0.572 with a standard deviation of 0.0984 over the
14 experimental data sets. The neural networks tested pre-
dicted average bulk permittivities between 4.169 and 4.251,



Figure 2. Plots of inversion results (neural network and
simplex) for the predicted height (top) and predicted cone
angle (bottom). In each plot the neural network with lowest
error is marked with an asterisk for emphasis.

with a maximum standard deviation of 0.219, and -0.502
and -0.435, with a maximum standard deviation of 0.0690,
for the real and imaginary permittivities, respectively. This
demonstrates that the neural network predicted values are
similar to those obtained by the simplex method and could
be used for calibration and as prior information. Further-
more, we compared the predicted permittivities with Nel-
son and Kraszewski’s composite model of the complex per-
mittivity of cereal grain [7] at a moisture content of 13.6%
with bulk densities ranging from 0.80 to 0.85 g/cm3 at 90
MHz. The model predicts a range of bulk real permittivi-
ties between 3.90 and 4.13 and bulk imaginary permittiv-
ities between -0.38 and -0.42, which further supports that
the neural network provides reasonable predictions of both
real and imaginary bulk permittivities of the grain.

Synthetic data generation and neural network training was
performed on a computer equipped with 1.5 TB RAM, 64
cores, running CentOS7. Testing was performed on a Mac-
Book Pro (2.4 GHz Intel Core i5 processor, 8GB RAM).
Neural network training time was under 30 minutes per net-
work, and testing was completed in under a minute. A sin-
gle frequency inversion using the simplex method takes ap-
proximately 3 hours (± 1 hour).

4 Conclusion

We demonstrate that a neural network trained on synthetic
data can be used to perform phaseless parametric inversion

on uncalibrated, experimental grain bin data. Independent
of the ability to provide useful prior information for cal-
ibration and full-data inversion, simply having the height
and cone angle of the grain in the bin can provide use-
ful information for inventory management. Having a rapid
method for obtaining these parameters, without the need for
opening the bin to take measurements, has the potential to
both reduce cost and improve worker safety. Performance
of other neural network architectures will be presented at
the conference.
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