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Abstract Natural marine sediments are heterogeneous with respect to sediment‐physical properties, and
have a wide range in composition and structures. For many years, sediment‐physical characterization has relied
primarily on laboratory experiments. However, the investigation of small‐(grain‐)scale sedimentary structures,
which appear to control many sediment (re‐)depositional and emplacement mechanisms, requires new
analytical methods. Here, we test high‐resolution X‐ray synchrotron micro‐tomography (μCT) to qualitatively
and quantitatively investigate structural differences, in 3D, between two lithological end‐member types of
marine sediments: a coarse‐grained, sandy sediment and a fine‐grained, silty‐clay sediment. Our results show
clear compositional and structural differences between the two end‐members, as well as between samples taken
from the same lithological unit. These differences can be attributed partly to different sediment types, that is,
coarse‐versus fine‐grained sediments, but also reveal a dependency on the sedimentation regime. We find that
pore space distribution is highly spatially variable, even down to a sub‐millimeter scale. Such high variability in
porosity would be missed by standard geotechnical experiments, which only provide information averaged over
far larger sediment samples. The identification of small‐(grain‐)scale changes in pore space, however, directly
impacts sediment properties such as permeability, which in turn is crucial for the understanding of geological
processes such as fluid flow and storage capacity of sediments and assessing hazards such as the preconditioning
of submerged slopes to collapse. Our results therefore demonstrate the potential of μCT to investigate the
internal structure of natural sediments, obtaining information that is not resolved or lost in data acquired through
other analytical methods.

Plain Language Summary Natural sediments are very diverse with a wide range of structures,
including differences in grain and pore size, shape and arrangement. Unraveling these differences is key to
understanding important geological processes, which are deduced from sediment characterization. A major
problem when investigating sediment, however, is typically related to the limited resolution of standard
laboratory techniques. Most techniques do not allow the investigation of sediment structures on a micro‐grain‐
scale. In this study, we investigate the size, shape and distribution of grains and related pore spaces in sediment
samples of natural fine‐ and coarse‐grained ocean‐floor sediments to determine structural differences caused by
the environmental setting. We quantify three‐dimensional geometric and material information for the pore
spaces using high‐resolution 3‐D X‐ray synchrotron micro‐Tomography images of the sediment samples. We
found that pore space distribution is highly variable, even down to a sub‐millimeter scale, in both 2‐D and 3‐D.
The images also reveal that pore spaces not only vary between fine‐ and coarse‐grained samples, but also
throughout individual sediment samples. Therefore, our results demonstrate the high potential of high‐
resolution imaging to investigate natural sediment structures, and to gain deeper insights into various sediment
transport and depositional processes in the marine and aquatic realm.

1. Introduction
Technological progress, especially during the last century, has resulted in an explosion of knowledge in geo-
sciences. This progress has, in part, radically transformed our view and understanding of the geoscientific pro-
cesses that shape our Earth. The ocean floor is comparatively less well explored despite covering approximately
70% of the Earth's surface (Eakins & Sharman, 2010). The vast majority of the ocean floor is virtually unmapped
(e.g., Mayer et al., 2018), with about 26.1% of the global ocean mapped at a resolution of 100 m or better (www.
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seabed2030.org). In addition, only a small portion of the ocean floor has been geophysically surveyed, revealing
information about the internal structure of the shallow and deeper subsurface (e.g., Favali & Beranzoli, 2006).
Such information, however, is key to understanding the geological processes that act on and shape the seafloor.
Filling remaining knowledge gaps is a prerequisite to understanding the wide spectrum of geological processes
and thereby coping with the ever increasing need for future sustainable usage strategies of marine resources, such
as spatial planning strategies, the construction and operation of offshore infrastructure, the designation of marine
protected areas, the implementation of environmental monitoring programmes, and the assessment of natural
hazards that initiate in the ocean (e.g., Brown et al., 2012; Leon et al., 2020; Randolph et al., 2011; Rudolph
et al., 2020; Santos et al., 2019; Sauvin et al., 2022; St. Martin & Hall‐Arber, 2008; Vardy, 2022).

Natural marine seafloor sediments can be highly heterogeneous. Even basic physical properties, such as density,
porosity and/or permeability, can vary strongly even on very small scales, both laterally and vertically (e.g.,
Bennet et al., 1990; Daigle, 2014; Li et al., 2020). In turn, this variability can create significant differences in
material strength and its behavior following initial deposition and under external loading (e.g., Bartetzko &
Kopf, 2007; Chen et al., 2020; Hassan et al., 1998; Kim et al., 2007; Lee et al., 2011; Lv et al., 2021; Wet-
zel, 1990). Associated therewith is an impact on sediment stability, its transport behavior, or the effects on
migrating fluids through the subsurface, to name just a few aspects of scientific and commercial interest. Hence,
precise physical characterization is crucial as we rely on this information to interpret and understand the un-
derlying geological processes that cannot be observed directly.

Porosity and permeability are two of the most important material properties to investigate fluid flow through
sediments and predict their post‐depositional behavior (e.g., Maltman, 1994; Maltman & Bolton, 2003). How-
ever, how precisely porosity and permeability vary across sediments often remains unclear. Physical samples,
particularly sediment cores, are a fundamental resource from which to determine sediment composition and
physical properties. For many years, physical parameter characterization relied on core‐logging and geotechnical
laboratory tests that yield directly or indirectly required sediment properties (e.g., Badhani et al., 2020; Freeman
& Schüttenhelm, 1990; Rothwell & Rack, 2006; Sammartini et al., 2021). Small, sub‐centimeter‐ to sub‐
millimeter‐scale variations in sediment properties, in particular geotechnical properties, however, are difficult
to resolve with standard core‐analytical methods. Standard core‐logging techniques, such as multi‐sensor core
logging, can only provide fractional porosity estimates that are typically limited to down‐core resolutions of
centimeters to millimeters (Rothwell & Rack, 2006). Although geotechnical tests can provide more accurate
porosity estimates and further information such as permeability estimates, these tests require large (several
centimeters), undisturbed sediment samples. Such samples are relatively scarce, and even if adequate sample
material is available, the amount of information they can provide is limited to measurements averaged over the
entire sample and is usually only unidirectional; for example, the determination of relative permeability is usually
conducted with flow in only one direction (often vertical, along the axis of the core) using whole‐round cases.
Hence, although existing conventional analytical methods provide valuable insights into many sediment‐physical
aspects of marine sediments, there is still a clear lack of knowledge regarding micro‐(grain‐)scaled material
heterogeneities.

In many cases, visual sediment core descriptions reveal no observable downcore changes in sediment compo-
sition or texture, despite apparent significant lateral and vertical variations in sediment‐physical properties (e.g.,
Kim et al., 2007; Riedel et al., 2020; Sawyer et al., 1997). Recent studies have explained such variations with
differences in small‐(grain‐)scale sediment texture and structure (e.g., Gatter et al., 2021; Kim et al., 2007; Lee
et al., 2011; Lu & Li, 2003). Marine sediments are composed of grains and particles of various mineralogy and
shapes that govern complex micro‐scale sediment fabrics (e.g., Cornard et al., 2023; Lee et al., 2011). The
arrangement of and interactions between different sediment components place critical constraints on physical
processes, such as fluid flow that occur in subseafloor environments and thereby, play an important role in
controlling geological processes (e.g., Koltermann & Gorelick, 1996; Mitra et al., 2024; Santos et al., 2012).

Previous studies have highlighted the relation between sediment microstructures and geotechnical properties
(e.g., Kim et al., 2007; Lee et al., 2011). To investigate sediment microstructures, various methods have been
used, such as X‐ray diffraction (XRD; e.g., Forsberg & Locat, 2005; Lee et al., 2011), mercury injection
porosimetry (MIP; Hattab et al., 2013), scanning electron microscopy (SEM; Kim et al., 2007; Hattab
et al., 2013), transmission electron microscopy (TEM; Ransom et al., 1999), and nuclear magnetic resonance
(NMR; Fox et al., 2018). Although each has its own advantages, the effectiveness of these methods in identifying
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and characterizing microstructures is limited due to their often inversive nature and because these methods can
generally only provide information in 2D. The 2D nature of the measurements may in turn cause significant errors
in 3D structural reconstructions and interpretations. The investigation of micro‐(grain‐)scale sedimentary
structures, in 3D, therefore requires alternative analytical methods and technologies to close important knowledge
gaps.

One technique that has shown great potential for the application in geosciences is X‐ray Computed Tomography
(CT; e.g., Mees et al., 2003; Cnudde & Boone, 2013). High‐resolution X‐ray micro‐Tomography (μCT) tech-
niques, in particular, have found increased application for the investigation of micro‐scale sediment structures
(e.g., Bendle et al., 2015; Cornard et al., 2023; Johnson et al., 2019; Sleutel et al., 2008; Wildenschild &
Sheppard, 2013). Similar to conventional medical CT, μCT enables the visualization of the scanned material in
3D, but at much higher resolutions (e.g., Cnudde & Boone, 2013). Despite the increasing recognition and
application of CT systems in geosciences, the technique is also approaching its physical limitations (e.g., Cnudde
& Boone, 2013; Sasov et al., 2008; Withers et al., 2021) and only a few studies have tested the potential of high‐
resolution (sub‐micrometer resolution) μCT to investigate marine sediment structures.

1.1. Aims and Objectives

In this study, we discuss the application of X‐ray μCT to investigate natural marine sediments, in 3D, and test its
potential to characterize complex sediment structures on a micro‐(grain‐)scale level. We give a brief review of (μ)
CT systems that find application in geosciences, followed by a detailed μCT analysis of two typical marine
lithological endmembers.

To demonstrate the advantages and disadvantages of μCT imaging for structural investigations of marine sedi-
ments, a total of four sediment samples were taken from two exemplary sediment cores that sampled marine
sediments from different geological environments (see, 3.1 Sample material). Two samples (D1 and D2) were
taken from a fining‐upwards sand layer and used as coarse‐grained marine sediment end‐members. Another two
samples (D3 and D4) were taken from a homogeneous silty‐clay layer and used as fine‐grained marine sediment
end‐member. High‐resolution μCT was used to visualize, and qualitatively and quantitatively investigate struc-
tural differences, in particular porosity and pore space variability, between the samples. The comparison of these
four samples, thereby, aims to investigate (a) structural differences between at least two lithological endmembers
of marine sediments and (b) structural variability within the two sampled lithological units.

Specifically, we tackle the following overarching questions. First, what information can μCT provide that is
currently missing from standard sediment core analyses? Based on novel high‐resolution 3D μCT data of marine
sediments, we discuss the potential of μCT imaging for sedimentological investigations and characterization of
structural properties. In particular, we focus on the quantification and qualitative investigation of pore space
evolution throughout two lithological units, a fining‐upwards sand (D1 and D2) and an apparently homogeneous
(on the basis of visual assessment and standard geotechnical characterization) silty‐clay (D3 and D4). Second,
what are the current limitations of μCT analyses in particular with regard to the investigation of marine sedi-
ments? Although CT imaging has been used for a long time, the method, in particular high‐resolution μCT
imaging, still finds limited application in marine geosciences. We discuss and evaluate potential reasons and point
out current analytical limitations before outlining potential ways to overcome these limitations.

2. X‐Ray Computed Tomography (CT)
X‐ray CT is a non‐invasive imaging technique that enables the visualization of the internal structure of scanned
objects and materials at scales ranging from meters to only tens of nanometers (e.g., Hampel, 2022; Ketcham &
Carlson, 2001; Mees et al., 2003; Withers et al., 2021). This method uses X‐rays to obtain a series of two‐
dimensional (2D) radiographs of the scanned object from various positions during step‐wise rotation around a
central axis. These radiographs are subsequently used to create a stack of parallel cross‐sectional slices of the
object, which in turn provide a digital three‐dimensional (3D) greyscale representation of the internal structure of
the object (e.g., Mees et al., 2003; Withers et al., 2021). CT imaging enables discrimination between materials
with different X‐ray attenuation, which is a function of the material's composition (effective atomic number) and
density (e.g., Cnudde & Boone, 2013). X‐ray attenuation is described by the Lambert‐Beer law (e.g., Cnudde &
Boone, 2013; Phillips & Lannutti, 1997) that states that X‐rays are attenuated as a function of the material they are
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propagating through, and can be used to visualize subtle changes in sediment composition (e.g., Goldfinger
et al., 2012; Van Daele et al., 2014; van der Bilt et al., 2021).

Although various configurations exist, the basic components of X‐ray scanners comprise an X‐ray source, a
detector and a rotation system. One important quality aspect is related to the energy spectrum produced by
different X‐ray sources (e.g., Orhan & Büyüksungur, 2020). Usually X‐rays are polychromatic with a wide range
of energy (e.g., Chung et al., 2019; Mees et al., 2003). This causes artefacts in the CT image due to the stronger
attenuation of X‐rays with low energies. To avoid such artefacts, monochromatic X‐ray beams are desirable (e.g.,
Mees et al., 2003). Conventional medical or industrial CT systems, with typical spatial resolutions in the (sub‐)
millimeter range (voxel sizes ≥100 μm), can be used for large core scanning and dual energy scanning for
chemical analysis of core samples (e.g., Withers et al., 2021). Despite several limiting factors (e.g., Cnudde &
Boone, 2013; Sasov et al., 2008; Withers et al., 2021), the method has been used successfully to identify sediment
core disturbances and for the evaluation of core quality (e.g., Orsi et al., 1994; Tonai et al., 2019), to study
bioturbation and ichnofabrics in sediment cores (e.g., Dorador et al., 2020; Rodríguez‐Tovar et al., 2018), to
examine the presence, abundance and dissociation of gas hydrates in sediments (e.g., Kneafsey & Moridis, 2014;
Waite et al., 2008), for turbidite and palaeoflow reconstruction (Howarth et al., 2021; Van Daele et al., 2014), or to
characterize contourite deposits (Vandorpe et al., 2019) among others. Thus, CT scanning has become part of
routine core analyses, enabling the investigation of surface as well as internal features, including bedding,
sedimentary structures and deformations, or core disturbances.

To properly characterize features of interest (e.g., shape or volume), the voxel size (cubic volume elements that
make up 3D images) needs to be significantly smaller than the size of the expected features (e.g., Withers
et al., 2021). High resolution can only be obtained for small samples, for example, <2 mm diameter samples for a
5 μm resolution in CT scans, as resolution is a function of object distance from the scanner (e.g., Mees
et al., 2003).

Micro‐tomography or μCT imaging is unique in the sense that it allows the 3D visualization of the internal
structure of the scanned material at a (sub‐)micrometer resolution (voxel sizes ≥1 μm), while nano‐tomography
(nanoCT) refers to nanometer resolutions (down to voxel sizes around 10 nm). Such resolutions allow not only the
recognition of subtle compositional changes, but also changes in sediment (pore) structure (e.g., Cnudde &
Boone, 2013; Withers et al., 2021). Synchrotron X‐rays are often preferred to laboratory‐generated X‐rays,
because they offer high resolution scans within only a few minutes, better signal‐to‐noise ratio, and avoid beam
hardening artefacts. Certain synchrotron facilities also carry out phase contrast imaging based on grating inter-
ferometry (Weitkamp et al., 2005), which can be used to detect boundaries between phases with similar X‐ray
absorption and contrast between different phases. This information can be used to infer the mineralogy of sed-
iments from the index of refraction during reconstruction and visual observation (e.g., Wang & Miller, 2020).

3. Material and Methods
3.1. Sample Material

This study compiles qualitative and quantitative structural information of two typical marine lithologies: (a) a
coarse‐grained sandy and (b) a fine‐grained silty clay sediments. In total, four sediment samples (D1–D4) were
scanned and analyzed in terms of their structural and compositional characteristics by means of high‐resolution
3D X‐ray synchrotron micro‐Tomography (μCT).

Two cylindrical samples (D1 and D2) were taken from the same lithological unit, a fining upwards sand, only
9 cm apart, at 2.95 m below seafloor (mbsf) and 3.04 mbsf of a sediment core that recovered fjordic sediments
near the village of Finneidfjord (Norway) (Figure 1a; core GS10‐163‐02PC; Vanneste et al., 2011; L’Heureux
et al., 2012). The samples were taken from the finer‐grained upper (D1) and coarser‐grained lower (D2) parts of a
prominent sandy sediment layer that stratigraphically correlates with a well‐defined regional event bed and was
previously identified as a turbidite or sediment flow deposit (L’Heureux et al., 2012; Vardy et al., 2012). Another
two cylindrical samples (D3 and D4) were taken at 9.18 mbsf and 9.25 mbsf (7 cm apart) of a sediment core that
recovered marine sediments from the Faroe‐Shetland Channel, offshore Northern Scotland (UK), respectively
(Figure 1b; 64PE391‐04; Gatter et al., 2020). Although the core recovered sediments from inside a landslide area
(AFEN Slide Figure 1), the sampled lithological unit lies below the identified failure plane of the landslide and is
therefore considered undisturbed (Gatter et al., 2020; Wilson et al., 2004). Both samples (D3 and D4) were taken
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from a homogeneous sediment unit that consists predominantly of silty clay and was linked to steady glacio-
marine sediment deposition (Gatter et al., 2020). All four cylindrical samples were collected using a miniature
cutting tool (Clayton et al., 1995) that is made of stainless steel attached at the front of a carbon fiber tube to
contain the sample as it is driven. Carbon fiber tubes (internal diameter 3 mm, height 7 mm, wall thickness 1 mm)

Figure 1. Core locations, Calypso piston core GS‐10‐163‐02 (a; Projection in UTM Zone 33°N coordinate system) and piston
core 64PE391‐04 (b), are shown as red dots. Photographs and stratigraphy of both cores are shown with sample locations
(D1–D4) outlined in red and water content measurements and locations indicated as blue triangles (Gatter et al., 2020; Vardy
et al., 2012). Bathymetric data from (a) Vanneste et al. (2011) and (b) Wilson et al. (2005).
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were chosen because of the material's low density that allows X‐rays to pass through without or with minimum
attenuation (i.e., transparent in scans), which makes it suitable for CT imaging.

3.2. Synchrotron X‐Ray Computed Tomography

3D μCT imaging was performed, using monochromatic X‐rays from a synchrotron source, at the TOMCAT
Beamline of the Swiss Light Source (SLS), Paul Scherrer Institute, Switzerland. For this study, a beam energy of
21 keV and a propagation distance of 81 mm were used to scan the selected samples. Per sample, 1,501 pro-
jections (over 180° sample rotation) were recorded with an exposure time of 200 ms. All settings were chosen
after trial runs to obtain images at 0.325 μm voxel resolution. The total duration of an individual scan was
6 minutes. X‐rays were converted to visible light using a Lutetium Aluminum Garnet (LuAG:Ce) scintillator, and
magnified and recorded by sensitive CCD cameras (2,560 × 2,560 pixel, 10x objective). The projections were
post‐processed to generate light and dark corrected sinograms. These were in turn converted into 16‐bit greyscale
μCT volumes at a final 3D voxel resolution of 0.325 μm, using the phase reconstruction algorithm described by
Paganin et al. (2002). The gray scale intensity range was based on the X‐ray attenuation and refraction index of the
expected mineralogical constituents of the scanned sediment (Moore et al., 2022). Initial “fast” scans were carried
out in order to identify the ideal section of the sample to obtain high‐resolution scans. The inner, middle part of the
sample generally did not show any disturbances from the sampling process, and was, therefore, selected to be
scanned by excluding the outer 1 mm annulus of the core from the field of view. Each reconstructed 3D volume
consists of 2,160 individual 2D cross‐sections, or slice images (2,560 × 2,560 pixel), which are stacked together.
The procedure of data acquisition is illustrated in Figure 2 (e.g., Chung et al., 2019).

Figure 2. Synchrotron X‐ray CT set up and image reconstruction (after Chung et al., 2019). The original cylindrical field of
view, that is, the center of the sample, is outlined in red.
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3.3. Data Analysis

The μCT data were processed and analyzed with Avizo 3D (version 2022.1) and Fiji ImageJ (Schindelin
et al., 2012). The 2D cross‐sectional images of all four samples were first cropped to 1,730 × 1,730 pixel in order
to accommodate only the field of view, that is, the centre of the sample, in the reconstructed 3D volume (Figure 2).
The size of the final 3D volumes, which were used for further analyses, was 1,730 × 1,730 × 2,160 voxel at a
voxel resolution of 0.325 μm for all four samples. The final sample size (dimensions of the 3D volumes) was
therefore 562.25 × 562.25 × 702 μm.

3.3.1. Image Segmentation

To identify, characterize and analyze different components of the samples, for example, particles and pores, an
image “segmentation” based on gray values of the reconstructed 3D volume (or 2D images) must be applied to the
full μCT data sets. This segmentation is simply a rule‐based selection about whether a voxel (or pixel) belongs to a
certain material or not. Here, we used a combination of two segmentation methods to segment the reconstructed
3D volumes into three phases: a pore, particle and mixed phase.

First, a machine‐learning method (Trainable Weka Segmentation 2D, Arganda‐Carreras et al., 2017), available as
a plugin for Fiji, was used to segment the reconstructed 2D greyscale images into two phases (termed “classes” in
Fiji and “labels” in Avizo 3D): a pore phase, consisting of pores and pore throats, and a preliminary solid phase
consisting of sediment grains and particles, respectively. Trainable Weka Segmentation was chosen over an
absolute thresholding method, because it has the advantage of utilizing spatial information rather than gray values
alone and therefore, performs better on the recognition of complex shapes of individual particles and pores (Berg
et al., 2018). The classifier training in Fiji was based on a combination of shape recognition of individual grains,
particles and pores, as well as gray value thresholding (Figure 3; see Text S1 and Figure S1 in Supporting In-
formation S1 for more details).

The results obtained from the Trainable Weka Segmentation were subsequently deployed as input data for a
marker‐based watershed algorithm segmentation (Watershed module in Avizo 3D), which was used to separate
the solid phase into amixed phase consisting of a mixture of water and fine‐grained particles, and a particle phase
comprising recognizable sediment grains and particles. The watershed algorithm is a region‐based technique that
uses image morphology for segmentation (e.g., Schlüter et al., 2014). The method requires the selection of
“seeds” (or markers) for the different objects of the image, that is, in our case, particles and pore space. The pore
phase resulting from the Trainable Weka Segmentation was used as seed for the pore space, while the particle
markers were set with the SegmentationEditor by threshold segmentation (thresholds for samples: D1 >23,000,
D2 >26,500, D3 >21,000, D4 >16,000). The resulting images consisted of the pore space (the pore phase + the
new mixed phase) and the sediment particles (the new particle phase; see Text S2 in Supporting Information S1
for more details). Note that for the watershed segmentation, the samples had to be resampled to 1 μm spatial
resolution, because of computational limitations.

3.3.2. Porosity Calculations

Quantitative analyses were performed on the segmented pore and mixed phases of all four scanned samples.
Porosity profiles were computed for each 3D volume using the area fraction of (a) the pore phase and (b) the
pore + mixed phase in each reconstructed 2D image, ranging from 0 to 702 μm sample depth. The 3D volume
fraction of the segmented pore+mixed phase was used to calculate the bulk porosity of each sample. X‐z, y‐z and
x‐y cross‐sections through the 3D volume were used to calculate average porosities and porosity changes over
sample depth/width in 2D (Figure 4). The total area fraction of the segmented pore+mixed phase in the 2D cross‐
sections was used to calculate the samples' average porosities in 2D. Porosity profiles throughout 2D cross‐
sections were obtained by means of pixel counts per row of the pore + mixed phase (ranging from 0 to
702 μm sample depth in x‐z and y‐z cross‐sections, and ranging from 0 to 562.25 μm sample width in x‐y cross‐
sections).

4. Results
An overview of all four analyzed sediment samples used in this study is shown in Figure 4. These four sediment
samples were analyzed by means of high‐resolution μCT imaging and segmented, based on the differences in gray
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values in the reconstructed 3D volumes, into three phases: the particle phase, which consists of recognizable
sediment grains and particles, the pore phase, which consists of recognizable pores and pore throats, and the
mixed phase, which represents a mixture of very fine‐grained particles (or organic material) and small pores that
cannot be further separated due to resolution limitations (Figure 5).

The particle phase of the analyzed samples consists predominantly of non‐biogenic sediment and lesser amounts
of biogenic components (sample D3 and D4). Although one of the known constraints of CT systems is the
discrimination of mineral types (e.g., Guntoro et al., 2019), based on the difference in gray values, the non‐
biogenic sediment components could be classified into three main classes: (a) very‐high density (very bright)
grains, (b) high density (bright) calcareous grains, most likely calcite, and (c) medium density (medium bright)
siliceous grains (Figure 3). The classification into high‐ and medium density grains is further affirmed by the
presence of foraminifera and diatoms in the sediments (sample D3 and D4, Figure 4) that are calcareous and
siliceous, respectively, which allows a rough mineralogical classification of the non‐biogenic components based
on similar gray values (Figure 3).

The pore phase in all four reconstructed 3D volumes is characterized by very low gray values (Figure 3). Based on
the gray values, the pore space appears to be completely water‐filled in sample D1, D3 and D4. In contrast, the
pore space in sample D2 shows even lower gray values and appears to be largely devoid of water (peak in gray
value around 7,500 in Figures 3 and 4).

Themixed phase of three samples, D1, D3 and D4, consists of a mixture of water and clay. In contrast to the finer‐
grained samples, the mixed phase of sample D2 consists predominantly of organic material (around 9.8% of the
total sample volume). This organic material is characterized by noticeably lower gray values than the particle
phase and higher gray values than the pore phase of the sample (Figure 3). It can be recognized by its form and
distribution throughout the sample, typically filling the pore space between individual grains.

4.1. Sandy Sediment Samples

Two sediment samples (D1 and D2) were taken from a sandy layer and served as representative endmembers of a
coarse‐grained material. A classification based on gray values reveals that more than 90% of the sediment grains
in sample D1 and more than 65% of sediment grains in sample D2 have the same density, most likely quartz and
phyllosilicates, with smaller amounts of high‐density (most likely calcite) and very high‐density grains in both
samples (Figures 3 and 4a–4h). In addition to individual grains and particles, a small number of mineral‐
aggregates, that is, combined mineral mixtures, could be identified in sample D2 (Figures 4f–4h). Organic
material (about 9.8%) could be identified by its characteristic lower density (Figure 3) and structure in sample D2
(Figures 4e–4h). The pore space in both samples is characterized by very low gray values (<20,000 in D1 and
<14,000 in D2; Figure 3). Slightly higher gray values in sample D1 are related to the presence of water in the
pores space, while the pore space of sample D2 appears to be largely devoid of water (Figures 4a–4h).

4.1.1. Visual Description

Sample D1, which was taken from the upper section of the sandy layer (at 2.95 mbsf), consists of predominantly
elongated, very‐fine sand‐sized and sub‐angular, silt‐to‐very‐fine sand‐sized grains embedded in a matrix of very‐
fine‐silt to clay‐sized particles (Figures 4b–4d). Elongated grains appear sub‐horizontally bedded with a pref-
erential orientation parallel to the x‐y plane in the 3D volume (Figures 4b and 4c). The pore network consists of
discernible large (up to 100 μm), flat, ellipsoid pores (Figures 4a–4c) that are connected to smaller (<10 μm) pores
by pore throats (Figures 4a–4d). Pores are generally characterized by irregular surfaces and show a preferential
orientation in accordance with the elongated grains (Figures 4b and 4c).

In contrast to D1, sample D2, which was taken from the lower section of the sandy layer (at 3.04 mbsf), is coarser‐
grained and consists predominantly of fine‐to‐very‐fine sand‐sized grains, with a noticeable amount of organic

Figure 3. Gray scale histograms and 2D cross‐sectional images of sample D1 (a), (b), D2 (c), (d), D3 (e), (f) and D4 (g), (h). Histograms are calculated over the entire 3D
volumes and show the gray value distribution for each sample over 255 bins. Solid lines outline the gray value thresholds used as input for pore and solid phase
segmentation. Dashed lines indicate thresholds used to divide the particle phase into sub‐classes (organic material, and medium density (medium bright), high density
(bright) and very high‐density (very bright) grains). Greyscale image #1080 (x‐y cross‐section at 351 μm sample depth) is shown for samples D1–D4 (b, d, f, h).
P = pores, m = medium bright, b = bright, vb = very bright, O = organic material, F = foraminifera.

Geochemistry, Geophysics, Geosystems 10.1029/2024GC011840

GATTER ET AL. 9 of 22

 15252027, 2025, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://agupubs.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1029/2024G

C
011840 by U

niversity O
f Southam

pton, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [04/06/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



Figure 4.

Geochemistry, Geophysics, Geosystems 10.1029/2024GC011840

GATTER ET AL. 10 of 22

 15252027, 2025, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://agupubs.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1029/2024G

C
011840 by U

niversity O
f Southam

pton, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [04/06/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



material (approximately 9.8%) and a small amount of aggregates (Figures 4e–4h). Sediment grains are mainly
sub‐angular or elongated. The organic material, as well as the aggregates, are heterogeneous with irregular
surfaces and complex internal structures (Figures 4f–4h). Both the grains and the organic material, appear to have
a preferential orientation sub‐parallel to the x‐y plane in the 3D volume (Figures 4f and 4g). The pore structure is
characterized by large, angular pores with few or no obvious pore throats.

4.1.2. Porosity Calculations

The reconstructed pore space shown in Figure 4 was used to compute the average porosity over the entire 3D
volumes (bulk porosity), as well as for three x‐z, y‐z and x‐y cross‐sections through each 3D volume (Table 1).
The bulk porosities of the sandy samples, D1 and D2, are 0.38 and 0.40, respectively. Average porosities obtained
from 2D information, that is, x‐z, y‐z and x‐y cross‐sections, of sample D1 are the same or slightly lower than the
bulk porosity (Table 1), and range from 0.37 to 0.42 for sample D2 (Table 1).

Figure 6 shows porosity profiles obtained for both sandy samples and compares changes in porosity estimates
from 3D and 2D data. In particular, the variability in porosity profiles related to different orientations and lo-
cations of 2D cross‐sections is highlighted (orange, green and purple color codes in Figure 6). Although average
porosity estimates for 2D x‐z, y‐z and x‐y cross‐sections are within the same range in samples D1 and D2,
respectively (Table 1, Figure 6), depending on the location of the 2D cross‐sections, the related porosity profiles
show variability. X‐z and y‐z porosity profiles of sample D1 appear to undulate around the average porosity
(Figures 6b and 6c), while x‐y profiles show a subtle change in pattern. In the x‐y profiles, porosities first decrease
slightly until about 300 μm sample width and remain overall constant between 300 and 562.25 μm (Figure 6d).

In sample D2, a shift in porosity change frequency (i.e., distance between maxima and minima) can be observed in
x‐z profiles at around 500 μm sample depth (Figure 6f). Similar shift can be observed in y‐z profiles at around
600 μm sample depth (Figure 6g). The x‐z and y‐z porosity profiles have an overall constant pattern and mainly
undulate around the average porosity. X‐y porosity profiles show slightly increasing values until 400 μm width.
At 400 μm, a shift towards lower porosity can be observed, after which porosities increase in the x‐y profile (dark
purple; Figure 6h). The depth‐dependent changes have a higher frequency (i.e., shorter distance between maxima
and minima) in sample D1 than sample D2.

4.2. Silty‐Clay Sediment Samples

Samples D3 and D4 were taken from a silty clay unit and served as representative endmembers of a fine‐grained
material. A classification based on differences in gray values allows a distinction between three density fractions
in the particle phase: medium‐, high‐ and very high‐density sediment particles and grains (medium bright, bright
and very bright; Figure 3). The high‐ and very high‐density fractions are most likely related to calcareous and
iron‐rich minerals, while the medium density fraction consists most likely of quartz and phyllosilicates
(Figures 4i–4p). Biogenic components (foraminifera and diatoms) could be identified based on their morphology
(Figures 4i–4p). The pore space in both samples is characterized by very low gray values (<15,000 in D3 and
<10,000 in D4; Figure 3) and appears to be water‐filled (Figures 4i–4p).

4.2.1. Visual Description

Sample D3 was taken from a silty clay unit and consists of sediment grains of variable size, ranging from larger,
silt to very‐fine‐sand‐sized grains to smaller, fine‐silt‐sized grains that are embedded in a fine‐grained matrix
(Figures 4j–4l). Sediment grains are either platy or sub‐angular shaped. In addition to these grains, foraminifera
and diatom frustules can be observed (Figures 4j–4l). Foraminifera are relatively large, up to about 150 μm in
diameter and their shells appear to be largely preserved within the samples. Diatom frustules are mostly elongated
and curved with lengths ranging from <20 μm to more than 120 μm. In contrast to foraminifera, the majority of
diatom frustules appear to be dissolved. Although the original shape of the frustules can be seen in the 3D

Figure 4. 3D volume (a, e, i, m) and 2D x‐z (b, f, j, n), y‐z (c, g, k, o) and x‐y (d, h, l, p) cross‐sections of the sand (D1 and D2) and clay (D3 and D4) samples. Position of
cross‐sections within the 3D volumes are outlined in orange (x‐z), green (y‐z) and purple (x‐y). X‐z (orange outlined) and y‐z (green outlined) cross‐sections are
computed at 281 μm sample width and x‐z cross‐sections (purple outlined) at 351 μm sample depth. Window in 3D volumes shows the reconstructed pore space in blue.
fM = fine‐grained matrix, wP = water‐filled pores, G = grain, aP = air‐filled pores, A = aggregate, O = organic material, D = diatom, F = foraminifera. Preferential
particle and pore orientation of D1 and D2 outlined in yellow (b, c, g).
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Figure 5.
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volumes, no traces of the frustule walls can be seen (Figures 4j–4l). This observation suggests that large parts of
the diatom frustules could have been dissolved after core recovery during storage. The pore network consists of
small (<10 μm) pores that are connected via pore throats (Figure 4i). Larger pores (>50 μm) are related to pores of
the biogenic material (Figures 4i–4l). The pore space appears to be water‐filled.

Similar to D3, sample D4 consists of sub‐rounded sediment grains that range in size from larger, very‐fine‐sand‐
sized to smaller, fine‐silt‐sized grains that are generally matrix‐supported (Figures 4m–4p). The biogenic com-
ponents consist predominantly of diatom frustules (<15 μm to >170 μm in length) with some (up to 85 μm in size)
foraminifera (Figures 4n–4p). The pore structure is characterized by mainly small pores that appear to be water‐
filled and connected by pore throats. Larger pores (up to 90 μm) are related to the presence of biogenic material.

4.2.2. Porosity Calculations

The bulk porosity, obtained from the 3D reconstructed pore space in Figure 4, of sample D3 is 0.42 and 0.47 for
sample D4 (Table 1). Average porosities obtained from 2D x‐z, y‐z, and x‐y cross‐sections through the 3D
volumes of the silty clay range from 0.39 to 0.43 in sample D3, and show quite high variability in sample D4, with
estimated porosities ranging from 0.39 to 0.51 (Table 1).

Variability in average porosity estimates and porosity profiles obtained from 2D cross‐sections are compared to
the bulk porosity and 3D profiles of sample D3 and D4 in Figure 7. Average porosity estimates obtained from 2D
cross‐sections show little difference in sample D3. The greatest variability is shown in porosity estimates obtained
from x‐z cross‐sections through sample D4, which range from 0.25 to 0.30 (Table 1, Figure 7f). Independent of
orientation and location of 2D cross‐sections in the 3D volumes, high‐frequency porosity changes can be
observed in both samples, D3 and D4 (Figure 7).

The X‐z and y‐z profiles of sample D3 show almost constant to slightly decreasing porosity values with sample
depth (Figures 7b and 7c). Porosity profiles obtained from x‐y cross‐sections through sample D3 are almost
constant until around 400 μm width, where a step in the profiles and shift to overall high porosity values can be
observed (Figure 7d). In sample D4, porosity appears to decrease slightly with sample depth (x‐z profiles;
Figure 7f). In contrast, y‐z profiles appear almost constant over the entire sample depth (Figure 7g). In x‐y
profiles, porosity first decreases until around 300 μm sample width before starting to increase (Figure 7h).

5. Discussion
This study provides structural information on two marine lithological end‐members: (a) a coarse‐grained sandy
sediment and (b) a fine‐grained silty clay sediment obtained from high‐resolution 3D μCT data. Analyzing the
μCT data, it was possible to extract quantitative porosity values and qualitative pore space information in 3D. It
was found that silty clay samples generally have slightly higher porosities in comparison to sandy samples
(Table 1). In addition, 3D pore space reconstruction of the samples revealed significant differences in pore size,
shape and distribution, not only between lithological endmembers, but also between samples taken from the same
lithological units (Figure 4). These differences in micro‐scale pore space can be attributed, in part, to inherent
physical properties of the analyzed sediment types, for example, larger pores are found within the coarse‐grained
samples (Figure 4). Such micro‐scale variations in sediment properties are usually not resolvable with conven-
tional sediment core analytical techniques (e.g., L’Heureux et al., 2012; Steiner et al., 2012; Vanneste et al., 2011,
2013, 2014; Vardy et al., 2012), but may have a significant impact on macro‐scale properties such as fluid flow
dynamics.

5.1. From Macro‐ to Micro‐Scale Sediment Characterization

Samples D1 and D2 were taken from a prominent fining‐upwards sand layer identified in a sediment core in a
fjord near the village of Finneidfjord, Norway (L’Heureux et al., 2012; Vanneste et al., 2011). L’Heureux

Figure 5. Comparison of porosity estimates for samples D1–D4. (a–d). Porosity is expressed as a fraction varying between 0 and 1 over the sample depth (z) with blue
indicating porosity based on the pore phase, gray showing the mixed phase and white the particle phase. (e–p) show the x‐y cross‐section at 351 μm depth for samples
D1–D4, the original greyscale images (e–h), the segmented images after Trainable Weka Segmentation (i–l) and the segmented images after watershed segmentation
that were used for bulk porosity estimations (m–p). Note that the pore space (blue) in panels (e–h) is estimated using the pore phase alone, while in panels (m–p) the pore
space (blue) is estimated using the pore + mixed phase.
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et al. (2012) related this sand layer to a turbidite or flow deposit. Our results
confirm this relation and we interpret that the lower, coarser‐grained sample
(D2), is likely to be part of division A (massive to graded turbidite), while the
upper sample (D1), which is generally finer‐grained with a larger amount of
silt‐sized grains and characterized by elongated grains with a preferential
orientation, can be related to division B‐C (parallel laminae—ripples and
convolute bedding) of the Bouma sequence (Bouma, 1962). In addition to
differences in grain size and morphology between the lower (D2) and upper
(D1) parts of the sand layer, clear changes in the pore space can also be
observed (Figure 4). The lower sample D2 has a large, connected pore space
with no clear difference between pores and pore throats. This pore space
appears to be largely devoid of water (Figure 4), which could have been the
result of water loss during sub‐sampling. A water content of 0.28 just below
sample D2 (Figure 1), however, suggests that the sediment was never fully
saturated or that water loss had already occurred prior to sub‐sampling. In
contrast, the upper sample D1 is characterized by a water‐filled pore space
with individual large pores that are connected via pore throats. In comparison
to the overall grain size, these individual pores are rather large. The prominent
shape (flat, ellipsoid) and size of the pores raises the question if these are just
trapped pores or if other processes caused their formation.

One potential explanation for these large pores could be fluid escape structures. Turbidites can have fluid escape
structures (e.g., Al‐Mufti et al., 2022; Hage et al., 2017; Lowe, 1975; Robinson et al., 2021) that are typically
expected to be vertically (orientated in z direction) aligned. Owing to the given stratigraphic sequence, a sand
capped by a clay layer that may prevent vertical fluid escape; however, it is feasible that fluid escape would not
have taken place vertically, but rather in the bed‐parallel direction. Another possible origin would be the
dissolution of organic material after which only the pore space remains. Considering the observations of organic
material in sample D2 (Figure 4), however, we would expect the large pores in sample D1 to resemble the shapes
of the organic material in sample D2more closely. In addition, if the organic material is preserved in sample D2, it
is unlikely to have been completely dissolved in sample D1. In contrast, we would expect to be able to observe at
least some remainders of organic material in sample D1 as well. Vesicular spots indicative of gas bubbles have
previously been reported for sediment cores in this fjord, but were linked to organic run‐off from the modern
shoreline (L’Heureux et al., 2012). Although the occurrence of free gas was also reported, this free gas was found
about 800 m south of the study area and forms a well‐defined gas front much closer to the input from the Nidelva
River (Longva et al., 2003; Morgan et al., 2012). Therefore, the most likely explanation for the observed pores
(Figure 4) is the lateral movement of pore fluids along the bedding plane (Vardy et al., 2012).

Samples D3 and D4 were taken from a homogeneous sediment unit consisting of silty clay that was linked to
steady glaciomarine sediment deposition in the Faroe‐Shetland Channel, offshore Northern Scotland (Gatter
et al., 2020). In contrast to the coarse‐grained samples (D1 and D2), the fine‐grained samples (D3 and D4) show
less variability in their composition, grain size and morphology, as well as in their pore spaces (Figure 4). Gatter
et al. (2020) reported relatively high fractional porosity (>0.5) and water content (∼48%) for the sampled unit,
which is similar to porosity values (∼0.39–0.51) obtained from μCT imaging (Table 1). The pore space in both
samples, D3 and D4, appears to be influenced by the presence of microfossils in the sediments (Figures 3 and 4).
Peak (porosity) distribution in porosity profiles (Figure 7) can therefore be mainly related to the presence or
absence of biogenic material in the sample.

The biogenic material in samples D3 and D4 mainly consists of foraminifera and diatom frustules (Figure 4).
Although the shape of diatom frustules is visible in the 3D volumes, these structures are negative imprints, that is,
only the pore space related to the diatom frustules remains while the shells appear to have been dissolved. The
dissolution of diatom frustules likely occurred after core recovery during sediment core storage. If dissolution had
taken place within the sediment sequence, the overburden pressure of the overlying sediments would have likely
caused compaction (e.g., Varkouhi et al., 2020; Volpi et al., 2003) and the frustule shapes would not have been
preserved.

Table 1
Porosity Estimates for Samples D1, D2, D3, and D4 Over the Entire 3D
Volumes (Bulk Porosity) and 2D Cross‐Sections Through the 3D Volumes

Cross‐section

Sample

Sand Clay

D1 D2 D3 D4

2D x‐z @ 141 µm 0.38 0.42 0.42 0.48

@ 281 µm 0.36 0.40 0.40 0.39

@ 423 µm 0.38 0.40 0.43 0.46

y‐z @ 141 µm 0.35 0.41 0.42 0.46

@ 281 µm 0.36 0.40 0.39 0.43

@ 423 µm 0.38 0.37 0.40 0.48

x‐y @ 175 µm 0.37 0.40 0.44 0.51

@ 351 µm 0.35 0.37 0.44 0.45

@ 527 µm 0.36 0.38 0.40 0.44

3D 0.38 0.40 0.42 0.47
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Figure 6. Porosity profiles for sand samples D1 (a)–(d) and D2 (e)–(h). Porosity variation with sample depth over the 3D volume in black (a), (e), over x‐z cross‐sections
in orange (b), (f) and y‐z cross‐sections in green (c), (g). Porosity variations over x‐y cross‐sections in purple (d), (h) are shown. Mean porosities are outlined as dashed‐
lines with crosses below the diagrams. Positions of cross‐sections at 141 μm, 281 μm, 423 μm and at 175 μm, 351 μm, 527 μm through the 3D volumes are outlined in
miniature images.
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Figure 7. Porosity profiles for silty clay samples D3 (a)–(d) and D4 (e)–(h). Porosity variation with sample depth over the 3D volume in black (a), (e), over x‐z cross‐
sections in orange (b), (f) and y‐z cross‐sections in green (c), (g), and porosity variation over x‐y cross‐sections in purple (d), (h) are shown. Mean porosities are outlined
as dashed‐lines with crosses below the diagrams. Positions of cross‐sections at 141 μm, 281 μm, 423 μm and at 175 μm, 351 μm, 527 μm through the 3D volumes are
outlined in miniature images.
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Our data, from both a coarse‐grained and fine‐grained sediments demonstrate the value of high‐resolution 3D
image data. Variability in grain size and morphology, as well as pore space is clearly visible between samples that
were taken from the same lithological units, only 9 cm apart (Figure 4). In general, silty clay samples have higher
porosities in comparison to sandy samples (Table 1). The lowest porosity was obtained for sample D1 (Table 1),
even though water measurements close to the sample location (Figure 1) indicate a higher porosity. This un-
derestimation is likely linked to limitations in the image resolution, which could not be completely overcome by
the introduction of a mixed phase in the overall analysis. Nevertheless, for sample D3 and D4, the mixed phase
allowed for a better estimation of the porosity (Figure 5). For these fine‐grained samples, it is crucial to take the
water‐clay mixture, that is, the segmented mixed phase, into account when estimating porosities.

The lower (initial) porosity value of the sandy sample D2, in turn, was mainly related to the presence of organic
material in the sediment (Figure 3). During the Trainable Weka segmentation, the organic material was added to
the solid phase. Organic materials, however, are characterized by high internal porosities (e.g., Katz & Ara-
ngo, 2018; Sheng et al., 2020). This high internal porosity can also be observed in the gray‐scale images (Figures 3
and 4f–4h). If the organic material is in turn considered as part of the pore space, the total porosity of sample D2
increases significantly (Figure 5, Table 1). Such small‐scale changes cannot be resolved with other methods , such
as geotechnical tests , which require larger (several centimeters) samples and would homogenize the results. In
addition, the amount of sample material from sediment cores is very limited and often not suitable for further
geotechnical analyses (e.g., Gatter et al., 2021; Jutzeler et al., 2014; Vanneste et al., 2014). Since μCT requires
smaller samples, even small amounts of material can be used to obtain valuable information. Therefore, μCT can
provide information of critical importance that is often missing from standard visual core descriptions or
geotechnical investigations.

5.2. The Limitations of μCT When Investigating Marine Sediment Structures

Although the potential of X‐ray CT is becoming more acknowledged in geosciences (e.g., Abbasi et al., 2022;
Cnudde & Boone, 2013; Ketcham & Carlson, 2001; Mees et al., 2003; Wang &Miller, 2020; Zhang et al., 2019),
the demands on the technique are also approaching its physical limitations. Several limiting factors have been
identified and discussed in the literature (e.g., Cnudde & Boone, 2013; Sasov et al., 2008; Withers et al., 2021). A
comprehensive overview would be outside the scope of this study; however, in the following we will discuss some
limitations identified and directly related to the use of high‐resolution μCT in particular to study marine sedi-
mentary structures.

The application of μCT in geosciences requires a spatial resolution that is sufficient to reveal details of interest. To
obtain high‐quality results, high mechanical precision and stability of the object manipulator are required (e.g.,
Sasov et al., 2008). The best resolution and signal‐to‐noise ratio can usually be achieved by using synchrotron
radiation (Baruchel et al., 2006; Maire &Withers, 2014). The high brilliance of the synchrotron radiation enables
fast scanning at high spatial resolutions (e.g., 6 minutes for one sample with a voxel resolution of 0.325 μm in this
study; Maire & Withers, 2014). The number of synchrotron facilities, however, is limited and operational costs
are very high. Laboratory‐based systems, on the other hand, are more cost effective but also have a lower X‐ray
flux, which limits the time resolution obtainable by these facilities (e.g., Bidola et al., 2017; Bultreys et al., 2016;
Cnudde & Boone, 2013; Zwanenburg et al., 2021).

To properly detect and characterize features of interest (shape, volume, etc.), the selected voxel size of the
reconstructed CT volume must be significantly smaller than the size of the expected feature (Saxena et al., 2017;
Withers et al., 2021). Each voxel has a gray value, which is directly related to the effective linear X‐ray atten-
uation in the corresponding voxel of the sample (e.g., Withers et al., 2021). If the voxel contains more than one
material, such as the edge of a particle and pore, the effective linear X‐ray attenuation is comprised of a volume‐
weight combination of the X‐ray attenuation of the constituent materials (e.g., Tretiak & Smith, 2019). In
addition, voxel values are also affected by materials outside the voxel bounds due to blurring. This becomes a
problemwhen analyzing very fine‐grained sediments with little to no separation and limited contrast. Our analysis
of fine‐grained sediment samples (D3 and D4, Figures 4 and 5) has shown that even with a voxel resolution of
0.325 μm it was difficult to discern clay particles. In addition, the segmentation of water‐filled pores and fine‐
grained particles proved to be challenging due to overlapping gray value histograms (Figure 3). Likely, clay
particles are partially dispersed in water, which causes the gray value to overlap. To overcome this challenge,
further calibration through geochemical analysis and/or SEM is needed.
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Similar to previous studies (e.g., Callow et al., 2020; Elkhoury et al., 2019; Saxena et al., 2017, 2019), we found
that μCT systemically underestimated porosity in all four samples, and in particular in samples D3 and D4
(Figure 5) if only the pore phase (without the mixed phase) was considered. These sediments consist in large parts
of a fine‐grained matrix (Figures 4i–4p), which is a combination of fine‐grained sediments and pore water. During
the Trainable Weka image segmentation, the entirety of the sediment matrix was attributed to the solid phase,
thereby overestimating the volume of fine‐grained material and underestimating total porosity in the samples
(Figure 5). To overcome this limitation, we introduced a mixed phase that accounts for the “slurry” material of our
samples. For even better estimates, laboratory measured constraints, for example, geochemical investigation of
sediment's mineralogy or SEM (Scanning Electron Microscopy) measurements of fine‐grained sediment fraction
for further calibration of gray scale thresholding, need to be implemented during image segmentation.

Although CT is a non‐destructive method, image resolution is related to sample size or the recorded field of view
on a detector (e.g., Withers et al., 2021); therefore, high‐resolution μCT requires sub‐sampling of sediment cores
to sub‐centimeter diameters (e.g., Cnudde et al., 2006). Great care is needed for this sub‐sampling to not disturb
the sample (e.g., Uramoto et al., 2014). In this study, no substantial deformation due to sub‐sampling, such as
cracks or preferential orientation of grains and pores along the sampling tube, was observed in the samples. In
addition, it is important to consider where sub‐samples should be taken. Therefore, the selection of adequate sub‐
samples requires sound pre‐analysis of the sediment cores, which typically includes standard core‐logging and
physical property information that is ideally combined with whole‐core CT scanning. We suggest that μCT
scanning is therefore not a stand‐alone method, and should rather be integrated in sediment core analytical
workflows to obtain additional information.

6. Conclusion
This study explored the potential of high‐resolution X‐ray synchrotron micro‐tomography (μCT) to investigate
the textural and structural properties of natural marine sediments. To cover some of the diversity found in marine
sediments, four samples were taken from two sediment cores that sampled marine sediments from a near‐shore
depositional regime and a submarine channel, respectively. Qualitative and quantitative structural information of
two typical marine endmember lithologies, a coarse‐grained sandy and a fine‐grained silty‐clay sediment, was
compiled and analyzed in terms of the sediments' structural and compositional characteristics.

Clear structural differences are found between coarse‐ and fine‐grained sediments, as well as between samples
taken from the same lithological units. These differences can be attributed partly to different sediment types, that
is, sandy versus silty‐clay sediments, but also reveal a dependency on the sedimentation regime. We find that the
pore space distribution is highly spatially variable and affects the sediment structure on a sub‐millimeter scale.
Such high variability may be masked by standard bulk porosity measurements, which require larger sediment
samples and only provide information averaged over the entire sample. In addition, one porosity value can
represent a wide range in heterogeneous pore spaces. Relying on 2D information alone may therefore falsify
structural interpretations. The identification of small‐(grain‐)scale changes in 3D pore space and related sediment
properties such as permeability, however, appears to be crucial to understand important geological processes,
such as fluid flow through or the storage capacity of sediments.

Our results clearly demonstrate the huge potential of μCT to investigate the structure of natural marine sedi-
ments, in 3D, by obtaining information that is not resolved or lost in data acquired through other analytical
methods. Despite the increased usage of (μ)CT in geosciences and its clear potential for structural investigations,
the method still finds limited application, in particular for the investigation of marine sediments. This neglect
can be related to some of the inherent limitations of the technique. From our data, we find uncertainties in
computed sediment porosities induced by voxel resolution and contrast, which caused an underestimation of the
computed porosities. This uncertainty is larger for fine‐grained sediments than for coarse‐grained sediments. In
order to overcome such challenges, μCT imaging should be combined with other analytical methods and in-
tegrated into core analysis workflows. Combining standard core‐logging and geotechnical analyses with 3D
μCT will enable cross‐validation of results and compensate for uncertainties and gaps in individual data sets.
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Data Availability Statement
All raw μCT data used in this study (sample D1 = B043_20160307_SLS_1127_A3; sample D2 = B052_20160
307_SLS_1127_A5, sample D3=B019_20160303_SLS_1127_B04, sample D4=B026_20160307_SLS_1127_
A4), as well as the results obtained from the Trainable Weka segmentation, are available in the PANGAEA Data
Repository (Gatter et al., 2025).
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