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STRUCTURE FROM MOTION (SFM)
PROCESSING FOR UNMANNED AERIAL
VEHICLE (UAV)

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present disclosure relates to topographic imaging
utilizing unmanned aerial vehicles.

BACKGROUND

Unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) have found use in a
variety of commercial applications, from agriculture to
surveillance. One of the more useful applications of UAVs
has been found in pairing the UAV with imaging sensors
(e.g., cameras) that allow the UAV to collect visual infor-
mation for the purpose of creating topographic or three-
dimensional (3D) models of an area or structure. Although
satellites and/or airborne photogrammetry have been used in
the past for these types of applications, the cost and time
associated with receiving the desired images is much greater
than that offered by a UAV. In addition, satellites and aircraft
only provide a top view of the area being imaged, and are
therefore inadequate for many applications in which differ-
ent angles are required.

Camera-equipped UAVs solve a number of these prob-
lems. However, generation of accurate three-dimensional
(3D) scans of landscapes, buildings, etc., requires coordi-
nation between the location of the UAV and orientation of
the camera. Typically, this requires setting a pre-defined
flight plan of the UAV and collecting image data. Subse-
quently, the image data is analyzed and reconstructed to
form 3-D models of the area scanned, and then subsequent
flights are planned to image areas in which image informa-
tion is insufficient. As a result, both the time and cost
required to scan the desired area becomes prohibitive.

Therefore, it would be desirable to develop a system that
decreases the time and cost of generating scans based on
sensors mounted to UAVS.

SUMMARY

According to one embodiment, a method of imaging an
area using an unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) collects a
plurality of images from a sensor mounted to the UAV. The
plurality of images are processed to detect regions that
require additional imaging and an updated flight plan and
sensor gimbal position plan is created to capture portions of
the area identified as requiring additional imaging.

According to another embodiment, a method of orientat-
ing a camera gimbal assembly during image capture from an
unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) includes storing a flight plan
and gimbal position plan for the camera gimbal assembly
that determines desired regions of interest to be imaged
during a planned flight. During the planned flight, the flight
controller receives positional information that indicates a
current position of the UAV and orientation information
from inertial measurement unit that indicates the orientation
of the UAV. Based on the stored flight plan, the gimbal
position plan, the received positional information, and the
orientation information a modified position for the camera
gimbal assembly is calculated to maintain the camera
focused on a desired region of interest. The modified posi-
tion is provided to the camera gimbal assembly to correct the
orientation of the camera to capture a desired region of
interest.
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a perspective view of an unmanned aerial
vehicle with an integrally formed camera and gimbal system
according to an embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 2 is a block diagram that illustrates communication
between components located on the UAV and a ground-
based system according to an embodiment of the present
invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

FIG. 1 is a perspective view of unmanned aerial vehicle
(UAV) 10 with an integrally formed camera 12 and gimbal
assembly 14 according to an embodiment of the present
invention. In the embodiment shown in FIG. 1, UAV 10 is
a quad-copter that includes four rotor assemblies 16a-16d
and chassis 18. In other embodiments UAV 10 utilizes a
different configuration of rotors and/or propellers. In some
embodiments, it is desirable that UAV 10 be able to hover
during the capture of images, while in other applications it
may be permissible for UAV 10 to be moving during image
capture. For applications in which hovering is not required,
UAV 10 may incorporate an airplane-like design that does
not rely on rotor assemblies.

Chassis 18 houses electronics associated with UAV 10,
including global positioning system (GPS) circuits, flight
controllers, inertial management units (IMUs), and other
necessary equipment (e.g., memory units, processors, etc.).
In the embodiment shown in FIG. 1, chassis 18 is integrally
formed with camera 12 and gimbal assembly 14. In other
embodiments, the camera and gimbal system may be
attached or otherwise supported external of chassis 18.
However, by integrating camera 12 and gimbal assembly 14
as part of chassis 18, these components can be located at a
position that is proximate to or co-located with the center of
gravity (COG) of UAV 10. A benefit of this configuration is
that the orientation of the UAV is approximately the same as
the orientation of the camera and gimbal assembly. That is,
a change in the detected orientation of the UAV results in a
similar change in orientation of the camera. However, in
other embodiments the camera and gimbal assembly may be
located in an area offset from the COG of UAV 10, such as
underneath chassis 18.

Camera 12 includes a sensor unit for capturing images,
and is selected based on the application. For example,
camera 12 may be a visible light camera or infrared camera,
and may capture image data or video data. Gimbal assembly
14 allows camera 12 to be oriented in one, two or three
dimensions depending on the number of gimbals employed.
In one embodiment, a three-axis gimbal assembly is
employed to allow the camera to be oriented in three-
dimensional space. As discussed in more detail below,
gimbal assembly 14 includes a controller that is responsible
for orienting camera 12 at a desired target for image capture.
For example, UAV 10 will be programmed with a flight plan
that describes the path the UAV should take to capture the
desired images. In addition, UAV 10 will be programmed
with a gimbal position plan that indicates at each position of
UAV 10 the desired viewing angle or orientation of camera
12. In this way, gimbal assembly 14 is able to position
camera 12 at different viewing angles to capture a desired
region of interest As discussed in more detail with respect to
FIG. 2, additional feedback is provided to allow gimbal
assembly 14 to remain focused on a static or dynamically
changing region of interest despite variations in aircraft
position and/or orientation.
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FIG. 2 is a block diagram that illustrates communication
between components located on UAV 30 and ground-based
system 32 according to an embodiment of the present
invention. In particular, the embodiment shown in FIG. 2
illustrates components used to control the operation of UAV
30, including flight controller 34, GPS 36, inertial measure-
ment unit 38, gimbal assembly 40, and camera/sensor unit
42. Ground-based system 32 includes communication mod-
ule 44, Structure from Motion (SfM) module 46, flight
plan/camera orientation module 48, display interface 54 and
user input interface 56. In the embodiment shown in FIG. 2,
UAV 30 and ground-based system 32 communicate via two
communication channels. First communication channel 50
located between flight controller 34 (on UAV 30) and
communication module 44 (part of ground-based system 32)
communicates position/orientation information—related
both to UAV 30 and camera/sensor unit 42—from UAV 30
to ground-based system 32, and communicates updated/
modified flight plan/camera orientation plan data from
ground-based system 32 to UAV 30. Second communication
channel 52 communicates image data from camera/sensor
unit 42 to StM module 46 for processing. In other embodi-
ments, the same communication channel may be used for all
communication between UAV 30 and ground-based system
32.

Flight controller 34 is responsible for controlling the flight
path of UAV 30. In the embodiment shown in FIG. 2, flight
controller 34 stores a flight plan that dictates the position
and/or orientation of UAV 30. In particular, flight controller
compares current position/orientation information with the
desired position/orientation information stored by the flight
plan, and controls flight surfaces and/or rotors associated
with UAV 30 to minimize the difference between the
detected position and the desired position. For example, in
the embodiment shown in FIG. 2, flight controller 34
receives position information from global positioning sys-
tem (GPS) 36 and receives orientation information from
inertial management unit (IMU) 38. In addition to utilizing
these inputs to control the operation of UAV 30, flight
controller also provides these inputs as feedback to other
systems (such as gimbal assembly 40) for use in determining
the proper orientation of camera/sensor unit 42.

Gimbal assembly 40 is responsible for controlling the
position and/or orientation of camera 42. In the embodiment
described with respect to FIG. 2, gimbal assembly 40
includes processing capability that allows gimbal assembly
40 to determine the correct orientation of camera/sensor unit
42 based on the current position/orientation of UAV 30 as
provided by flight controller 34. However, it should be
recognized that this function could be maintained as part of
flight controller 34, in which case flight controller 34 would
provide command instructions to gimbal assembly 40 indi-
cating the commanded orientation of camera/sensor unit 42.

In the embodiment shown in FIG. 2, gimbal assembly 40
stores a camera position/orientation plan that identifies the
desired position/orientation of camera 42 at each location of
UAV 30 along the flight path. The position/orientation plan
may be defined in the form of pan, tilt, zoom (PTZ)
coordinates defined for each position of UAV 30, or may be
stored as coordinates in a three-dimensional space. Gimbal
assembly 40 receives position/orientation updates from
flight controller 34, and based on the received position/
orientation information and stored camera position/orienta-
tion plan, gimbal assembly 40 selectively modifies the
orientation of camera 42 to maintain camera 42 directed to
and focused on the desired region of interest. That is, gimbal
assembly does not merely orient camera/sensor unit 42
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4

based on the expected or planned location of UAV 30, but
utilizes real-time updates of both UAV position (e.g., GPS
data) and UAV orientation (e.g., IMU data), along with
information about the desired region of interest as defined by
the camera position/orientation plan, to determine the cor-
rect position/orientation of camera/sensor unit 42. A benefit
of this approach is that camera/sensor unit 42 remains
focused on the desired region of interest despite variations or
errors in the position and/or orientation of UAV 30.

Gimbal assembly 40 also provides gimbal assembly posi-
tion/orientation information in feedback to flight controller
34. As discussed in more detail below, this information may
in turn be provided by flight controller 34—along with UAV
position/orientation information to ground-based system 32
for use in image processing the received images. For
example, in one embodiment gimbal assembly provides PTZ
coordinates that when paired with position/orientation infor-
mation associated with UAV 30 can be used to determine the
3D coordinates of a captured image. In other embodiments,
gimbal assembly 40—already in possession of UAV posi-
tion/orientation information based on feedback provided by
flight controller 34—calculates 3-D coordinates for each
image captured and provides the 3-D coordinates themselves
to flight controller 34 for subsequent communication to
ground-based system 32. In other embodiment, gimbal
assembly 40 provides both camera orientation/position
information and information related to the 3-D or real-world
coordinates of captured images. In the embodiment shown
in FIG. 2, this information is provided to flight controller 34
for communication to ground-based system 32, but in other
embodiments this information may be embedded as part of
the image data communicated by camera 42 to ground-based
system 32.

In this way, position and/or orientation information asso-
ciated with UAV 30 is collected by flight controller 34 and
utilized in conjunction with a stored flight plan to control the
flight path of UAV 30. In addition, position and/or orienta-
tion information is provided as feedback to gimbal assembly
40, which utilizes the information along with a stored
camera position/plan (e.g., desired region of interest) to
selectively orient camera 42 to maintain focus on the desired
region of interest despite errors in the position/orientation of
UAV 30. In one embodiment, position and/or orientation
information is provided at each time-step of gimbal assem-
bly 40 in order to maintain the correct orientation of camera
42.

In addition to internal communications, flight controller
34 also communicates flight path/orientation data and image
data to ground-based image processing system 32. In the
embodiment shown in FIG. 2, flight controller 34 commu-
nicates bi-directionally with communication module 44
included as part of ground-based image processing system
32 via a first wireless communication path 50 that handles
position/orientation, while camera 42 communicates image
data to SfM module 46 via second wireless communication
path 52. In one embodiment, first wireless communication
path 50 utilizes a MAVlink protocol for communication of
position and/or orientation information. In addition, first
wireless communication path 50 may be utilized by ground-
based system 32 to provide updated flight plan and/or
camera orientation plan to dynamically modify the area to be
scanned and/or the region of interest to be studied. In this
way, ground-based image processing system 32 receives
updates regarding the position and/or orientation of UAV 30,
and if desired, can provide UAV 30 with updated flight plan
information to dynamically change the flight path of UAV
30. In addition to position and/or orientation information
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associated with UAV 30, flight controller 34 may also
provide position and/or orientation information associated
with camera/sensor unit 42, and ground-based image pro-
cessing system 32 can respond by providing UAV 30 with an
updated camera orientation plan.

In one embodiment, ground-based image processing sys-
tem 32 receives image data from camera 42 and utilizes STM
module 46 to analyze the image data. Analysis of image data
may occur while UAV 30 is air-borne, or may occur between
flights of UAV 30. While substantive image analysis and
modeling—which is more time-consuming—may be com-
pleted at a subsequent time, SfM module 46 is capable of
providing real-time or near real-time analysis of collected
image data to detect gaps in the image data (e.g., areas in
which the image data provided is insufficient). A benefit of
this capability is that determinations can be made while
UAV 30 is still in the field, and modified/updated flight plans
and camera orientation plans can be dynamically created and
communicated to UAV 30 (by flight play/camera orientation
module 48) to collect the desired image data. Conversely,
without this capability, image data is analyzed well after
UAV 30 has left the field or area to be scanned, and
subsequent trips must be coordinated to retrieve image data
from those areas not properly scanned the first time.

In the field, StM module 46 is utilized to analyze received
images and determine whether sufficient information has
been captured to allow for subsequent 3-D or topographical
modeling of the desired area. That is, SfM module 46 must
determine whether any gaps exist in the data collected that
must be filled. The ability to do this in real-time or near
real-time (i.e., before UAV 30 leaves the field) is important
to lowering the cost and time required to scan an area. To do
this, SfM module 46 must pair image data received from
camera/sensor unit 42 with location information. This may
be accomplished in a number of different ways. For
example, as discussed above, flight controller 34 may pro-
vide location/orientation information with respect to both
UAV 30 and camera/sensor unit 42 to communication mod-
ule 44, which provides the information to SfM module 46
for analysis. In other embodiments, rather than location/
orientation information of both UAV 30 and camera/sensor
unit 42, flight controller 34 or gimbal assembly 40 deter-
mines based on location/orientation of UAV 30 and camera/
sensor unit 42 three-dimensional or real-world coordinates
that can be associated with each image received by SfM
module 46. In another embodiment, position/orientation
and/or 3-D coordinate data is paired with image data at the
time of capture by camera/sensor unit 42, and included with
image data communicated to SfM module 46. In each of
these embodiments, location/orientation information associ-
ated with UAV 30, as well as position/orientation informa-
tion associated with camera/sensor unit 42, is utilized to
determine the 3-D coordinates associated with the captured
image. Whether this is done on-board UAV 30 or as part of
ground-based system 32 depends on the application.

Having calculated or otherwise obtained information
identifying the position of each image, SfM module 46 next
determines the sufficiency of the image data captured. In one
embodiment, SfM module 46 utilizes images received from
camera 42 to create a point-cloud reconstruction of the area
scanned. The point-cloud reconstruction is divided into a
plurality of sections and the number of “points™ existing in
each section is compared to a threshold value to determine
whether sufficient data has been collected with respect to the
section. Those sections having fewer points than the thresh-
old can be identified as having insufficient image data. Based
on the results of this analysis, STM module 46 identifies the
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region of interest and provides this information to flight
plan/camera orientation module 48 to create a modified or
updated flight plan for UAV 30 and modified or updated
camera orientation plan for gimbal assembly 40. The
updated flight plan and camera orientation plan is commu-
nicated to flight controller 34 via communication module 44
and first communication channel 50. In this way, complete
information regarding the area/structure to be scanned is
obtained while UAV 30 is still in the field. That is, image
analysis can be done in real-time or near real-time such that
UAV 30 can be directed to a desired region of interest
dynamically.

In one embodiment, SIM module 46 uses a specified
approach to decrease the analysis time associated with
image analysis and point-cloud reconstruction. First, posi-
tion/orientation information paired with each image is uti-
lized to detect overlap between received images. Those
images that do not overlap with any other images are
discarded from the image analysis batch. This is in contrast
with traditional image analysis systems which conduct com-
prehensive image processing of all images without prior
information on whether or not the images or overlap with
one another. Next, overlapping images are organized into
groups that allow for parallel processing of each group. In
one embodiment, for each group of overlapping images,
point-cloud reconstructions of scanned structures are cre-
ated. Each point in the point-cloud is defined within an axis
space (e.g., three-axis coordinate, x, y, and z), and represent
the external surface of an object scanned. The density of
points within a given region determines how accurately and
with how much precision the scanned object or terrain can
be re-constructed. Therefore, the number of points within a
given region of the scanned image can be utilized a deter-
mining factor of whether sufficient image information has
been collected. In one embodiment, for each given region of
defined size, the number of points or density of points is
compared to a threshold value. If the number or density of
points is less than the threshold value, a determination is
made that initial image information was insufficient, and
subsequent image information for the region is requested.

In another embodiment, in addition to point-cloud recon-
struction and determinations of whether regions have suffi-
cient point density, SfM module 46 may also rely on user
interaction to determine whether the image data collected is
sufficient. In one embodiment, SfM module 46 displays
image data to the user via display interface 54, and allows
the user to provide feedback via input device 56 (e.g.,
keyboard, touchscreen, etc.). In this way, SfM module 46
allows a user to load, order, delete, and inspect images that
will be processed, as well as manually determine that
particular regions of interest require additional imaging. For
example, a user manually reviewing images may determine
that glare from the sun has rendered an image unusable or
that a particular image is out-of-focus, the user may indicate
that the image should be deleted from the group being
analyzed. This manual interaction from the user can be used
as a filter to ensure images analyzed by SIM module 46 do
not include defects that will skew the results of the point-
cloud or other SfM analysis. Once satisfied with the image
set or group of images, a user may provide an indication to
SfM module 46 to execute or run the SfM (e.g., point-cloud)
analysis. Manual intervention on behalf of a user is provided
in conjunction with analysis performed by SfM module 46
(e.g., point-cloud density determinations, etc.).

Having determined areas requiring additional image
information to be collected, flight plan module 48 creates or
modifies an existing flight plan of UAV 30 to position the
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UAV to capture images in regions identified as insufficient.
In addition, flight plan module 48 may create and/or modify
camera orientation plans as required to capture the required
image data. If a plurality of regions requires additional
imaging, flight plan module 48 creates a flight plan that will
minimize the time required or distance traveled by UAV 30.
Newly created or modified flight plans and/or camera ori-
entation plans are uploaded to flight controller 34 via the first
wireless communication link 50.

This process continues until all required image data, as
determined by SfM module 46 has been collected for a given
region. A benefit of the ability to analyze image data in
real-time for, at the very least, a determination of whether
sufficient image data has been captured, is that it allows for
real-time updating of flight plans and camera orientations of
UAV 30 to capture the desired image information while
UAV 30 is still in the field.

While the invention has been described with reference to
an exemplary embodiment(s), it will be understood by those
skilled in the art that various changes may be made and
equivalents may be substituted for elements thereof without
departing from the scope of the invention. In addition, many
modifications may be made to adapt a particular situation or
material to the teachings of the invention without departing
from the essential scope thereof. Therefore, it is intended
that the invention not be limited to the particular embodi-
ment(s) disclosed, but that the invention will include all
embodiments falling within the scope of the appended
claims.

The invention claimed is:

1. A method of imaging an area using an unmanned aerial
vehicle (UAV), the method comprising:

collecting a plurality of images from a sensor mounted to

the UAV;

processing the plurality of images to detect regions that

require additional imaging, wherein processing the
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plurality of images includes generating a point-cloud
reconstruction of the area being imaged and comparing
point density of areas to a threshold value wherein a
point density of an area less than the threshold value
indicates further imaging is required; and

creating a flight plan and sensor gimbal position plan to

capture portions of the area identified as requiring
additional imaging.
2. The method of claim 1, further including:
receiving from the UAV positional and orientation infor-
mation that describes the position and orientation of the
UAV; and

associating the UAV positional and orientation informa-
tion with each image collected by the sensor mounted
to the UAV.

3. The method of claim 2, further including:

receiving from the UAV gimbal orientation information

that describes the orientation of the camera gimbal
assembly; and

associating the UAV gimbal orientation information with

each image collected by the sensor mounted to the
UAV.

4. The method of claim 3, wherein processing the plurality
of' images includes utilizing UAV positional and orientation
information and gimbal orientation information associated
with each image to detect images that overlap with one
another, wherein overlapping images are grouped together.

5. The method of claim 4, wherein processing the plurality
of images further includes only processing images deter-
mined to overlap with other images.

6. The method of claim 5, wherein processing the plurality
of images further includes processing in parallel groups of
images determined to overlap with one another.
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