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(57) ABSTRACT

In order to recognize hazard areas and/or construction areas
on a roadway, an environment sensor produces detected
environment data regarding objects indicating the hazard
areas and/or construction areas. A traffic light system is
detected in the environment data, position data of the traffic
light system is determined, an environment scenario is
determined from the environment data and is compared with
a reference model of the environment scenario. If the
reference model does not indicate the presence of a traffic
light system, or indicates a traffic light system having
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position data differing from the position data of the detected
traffic light system, then it is concluded that the detected
traffic light system is a traffic light system identifying a
hazard and/or construction area.

19 Claims, 2 Drawing Sheets
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1
METHOD AND DEVICE FOR RECOGNIZING
MARKED HAZARD AREAS AND/OR
CONSTRUCTION AREAS IN THE REGION
OF LANES

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The invention relates to a method, a device and a vehicle
equipped for recognizing marked hazard areas and/or con-
struction areas on a roadway.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Such a method is known from the generic DE 10 2004 003
848 Al, wherein spatial separation images of a detection
area of a sensor for electromagnetic radiation, in particular
a laser scanner, mounted on a vehicle are used to recognize
marked hazard areas and/or construction areas in the region
of lanes, such that these spatial separation images look for
indicators of marked hazard and/or construction areas.
Known methods of object detection and/or tracking are used
to recognize such indicators of marked hazard and/or con-
struction areas. These indicators can be specified by the
relevant standards of the highways authority and/or statutory
requirements, for example the Stralenverkehrsordnung
[road traffic regulations] in Germany and can, for example,
constitute markings on a lane, barriers, pylons or beacons,
wherein the latter objects are generally only erected to
indicate temporary changes in lane running.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

Starting from this prior art, it is an object of one or more
embodiments of the invention to provide a method of the
general type indicated above which makes possible
improved detection of construction area situations, both in
urban and rural environment scenarios.

This object can be achieved by an embodiment of a
method having features as disclosed herein.

Such a method for recognizing marked hazard areas
and/or construction areas in the region of lanes, in which
method by means of at least one environment sensor the
objects indicating hazard areas and/or construction areas are
detected, is characterized according to the invention in that

a traffic light system is detected by means of the envi-

ronment sensor,

the positional data of the traffic light system is deter-

mined,

an environment scenario in respect of the environment

structure is determined from the environment data
detected by the environment sensor and is compared
with a reference model of the environment scenario,
and

if said reference model indicates no traffic light system or

indicates a traffic light system having positional data
differing from the positional data of the detected traffic
light system, a conclusion is drawn about a traffic light
system identifying a hazard and/or a construction area.

This invention starts from the knowledge that the position
of a traffic light system (designated an optical or light
signaling system in the German guidelines) can be used as
an indicator of a hazard area and/or of a construction area,
if the position thereof in the detected and evaluated envi-
ronment scenario differs from an expected position of a
traffic light system in such an environment scenario.

Traffic light systems are used, on the one hand, in a
stationary condition at crossroads and junctions at particular
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2

positions and, on the other hand, as mobile installations at
bottlenecks such as, for example, construction areas. The
positions of traffic light systems for an environment struc-
ture with, for example, a crossroads or a junction, are
known, i.e. are shown in the reference model of the envi-
ronment scenario. The position of an expected traffic light
system can therefore be determined using the detected
environment structure, for example a crossroads, from the
reference model and this position can be compared with a
traffic light system actually detected. If this positional data
differs, it can be assumed with a high probability that the
detected traffic light system is a construction area traffic light
system or a traffic light system indicating a hazard area.
Also, if the reference model indicates no traffic light system,
it can be assumed with a high probability that the detected
traffic light system is a construction area traffic light system
or a traffic light system indicating a hazard area.

In one configuration of the invention the reference model
is created by means of navigation-based information. Since
a navigation system is, as a rule, already provided in today’s
vehicles, the method according to the invention can be
realized inexpensively.

In order to improve the reliability of detection, according
to a further configuration of the invention, object classifi-
cation in respect of construction area-specific and/or hazard
area-specific features of the traffic light system is carried out,
in order to recognize a traffic light system identifying a
hazard and/or a construction area. As such traffic light
systems are erected as mobile installations, they must be
equipped with their own power supply, therefore with a
battery or a photovoltaic panel, for example. A battery is
generally housed in a battery housing located in the area of
the base of the traffic lights, the photovoltaic panel is
generally arranged above the signaling lights in the form of
aroof. These features which relate to the power supply of the
traffic light system can therefore be classified as construction
area-specific and/or hazard area-specific features of a traffic
light system, and can be detected by means of object
detection software.

In addition, in accordance with another advantageous
configuration or embodiment of the invention, the reference
model is generated from digital map data of a network of
transport routes stored in a navigation database, wherein the
digital map data comprises construction area information.
Such map data can already be stored in an infotainment
system of the vehicle or can also be transferred to the vehicle
via online services by means of a communication link. This
guarantees a particularly high reliability of detection.

A further improvement of the reliability of detection in
respect of a hazard area and/or a construction area can be
achieved by amalgamating different detection systems pro-
vided in the vehicle, in that according to one configuration
of the invention the information detected by means of the
environment sensor regarding the running of the lane and/or
the lane information detected is used as an indicator of the
existence of a traffic light system identifying a hazard and/or
a construction area. Alternatively or additionally, the infor-
mation detected by means of the environment sensor regard-
ing detected road signs can also be used as an indication of
such a traffic light system.

An embodiment of a device for carrying out the method
according to the invention comprises a camera system as the
environment sensor, as well as the associated hardware such
as, for example, evaluation and object detection systems.
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Such a device is suitable for use in a vehicle such as, for
example, a motor vehicle, hybrid vehicle or electric vehicle.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWING

The invention will be explained in more detail below with
reference to the accompanying drawings, wherein FIG. 1
schematically shows a vehicle equipped with a device or
system according to an example embodiment of the inven-
tion, and FIG. 2 shows a flowchart of an example embodi-
ment of a method according to the invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF A PREFERRED
EXAMPLE EMBODIMENT OF THE
INVENTION

The method for recognizing marked hazard and/or con-
struction areas in the region of lanes, which is shown as an
example embodiment in FIG. 2 can be carried out by an
example embodiment of a device or system 1 installed in a
vehicle 2 as shown in FIG. 1. The system 1 comprises either
a monocamera or stereo camera 3 as the environment sensor,
the sensor signals of which are fed to an evaluation and
object detection unit 4 for evaluation. In addition, further
environment sensors such as, for example, a radar sensor 5
can also be used.

Following start-up (method step S1 in FIG. 2) the vehicle
environment, i.e. the environment located in the detection
area of the environment sensor, is detected and evaluated by
means of the environment sensor according to a method step
S2. If, according to a subsequent method step S3, a traffic
light system is detected, the positional data thereof is deter-
mined in an additional method step S4; otherwise, if no
traffic light system is detected, the system jumps back to
method step S2.

The environment scenario is classified and a reference
model is determined in an additional method step S5. The
environment scenario detected by the environment sensor is
classified in respect of the environment structure, i.e.
whether there is a crossroads or a junction, for example, or
whether a continuing section of the road or section of the
lane has simply been detected. According to this classifica-
tion of the environment scenario, a reference model 6 which
shows this environment scenario is determined and/or
selected. Appropriate reference models 6 can, for example,
be stored in a memory 7 of the evaluation and object
detection unit 4.

Such reference models 6 can be created by means of
navigation-based information, wherein this information
originates, for example, from a navigation system 8 of the
vehicle. Furthermore, it is also possible to generate the
reference model from digital map data of a network of
transport routes stored in a navigation map database 9,
wherein the digital map data comprises construction area
information. Such map data can already be stored in an
infotainment system of the vehicle or can also be transferred
to the vehicle via online services by means of a wireless
communication link.

Method step S6 examines whether the reference model
indicates the presence of a traffic light system. If the
reference model determined according to method step S5
then indicates no traffic light system, it can be assumed with
high probability that the traffic light system detected in the
environmental sensor data with method step S3 is a con-
struction area traffic light system or a traffic light system
indicating a hazard area according to method step S9. The
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method is terminated with the subsequent method step S10
or the system jumps back to method step S2.

In the other case, if the reference model indicates a traffic
light system, the positional data of the traffic light system
from the reference model is compared, in a subsequent
method step S7, with the positional data of the traffic light
system detected in method step S3.

If, in an additional, subsequent method step S8, a corre-
spondence is established, it is assumed that a traffic light
system appropriate to the environment structure exists,
therefore for example traffic lights at a crossroads, and that
no construction area traffic light system or traffic light
system indicating a hazard area exists. The system therefore
jumps back to method step S2.

If, on the other hand, no correspondence of the positional
data is established, this means that the traffic light system
detected with method step S3 does not constitute a traffic
light system appropriate to the environment structure and
therefore a construction area traffic light system or a traffic
light system indicating a hazard area is in all likelihood to be
assumed according to method step S9. The method is
terminated with the subsequent method step S10 or the
system jumps back to method step S2.

This described method can be improved to the extent that,
in order to recognize a traffic light system indicating a
hazard area and/or a construction area, object classification
in respect of construction area-specific and/or hazard area-
specific features of the traffic light system is carried out. As
such traffic light systems are erected as mobile installations,
they must be equipped with their own power supply, there-
fore with a battery or a photovoltaic panel, for example. A
battery is generally housed in a battery housing located in
the area of the base of the traffic light, the photovoltaic panel
is generally arranged above the signaling lights in the form
of'a roof. These features which relate to the power supply of
the traffic light system can therefore be classified as con-
struction area-specific and/or hazard area-specific features
of a traffic light system, and can be detected by means of
object detection software.

A further improvement of the described method in order
to improve the reliability of detection in respect of detecting
a hazard area and/or a construction area can be achieved by
amalgamating different detection systems provided in the
vehicle, in that the information detected by means of the
environment sensor regarding the running of the lane and/or
the lane information detected is used as an indicator of the
existence of a traffic light system identifying a hazard and/or
a construction area. The lane information can, for example,
comprise the color of the lane marking. Alternatively or
additionally, the information detected by means of the
environment sensor regarding detected road signs can also
be used as an indicator of the existence of a traffic light
system identifying a hazard and/or a construction area.

The invention claimed is:

1. A method of recognizing a road hazard area or a road
construction area on a roadway along which a vehicle is
driving, comprising the steps:

detecting an actual traffic light system along the roadway,

from environment data produced by at least one envi-
ronment sensor of the vehicle,

determining actual positional data of the actual traffic

light system, from the environment data,

determining an environment scenario by classifying an

environment configuration represented by features
detected in the environment data,

determining a reference model pertaining to the environ-

ment scenario, wherein the reference model indicates
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whether an expected traffic light system exists in the
reference model, and when the expected traffic light
system does exist in the reference model then the
reference model provides reference positional data
regarding an expected position of the expected traffic
light system, and

when the reference model does not include the expected

traffic light system or indicates that the reference posi-
tional data of the expected traffic light system differs
from the actual positional data of the actual traffic light
system, then based at least thereon as a prerequisite,
concluding that the actual traffic light system is a
temporary traffic light system located at and identifying
a road hazard area or a road construction area.

2. The method according to claim 1, wherein the step of
determining the reference model comprises creating the
reference model from navigation-based information.

3. The method according to claim 1, further comprising
performing an object classification of the environment data
regarding construction area-specific or hazard area-specific
features of the actual traffic light system, to provide addi-
tional information as a further prerequisite for concluding
that the actual traffic light system is the temporary traffic
light system located at and identifying the road hazard area
or the road construction area.

4. The method according to claim 1, wherein the step of
determining the reference model comprises generating the
reference model from digital map data of a network of
transport routes stored in a navigation database, wherein the
digital map data comprise construction area information.

5. The method according to claim 1, further comprising
additionally using information in the environment data
regarding a course of a lane on the roadway or recognized
lane information as a further prerequisite for concluding that
the actual traffic light system is the temporary traffic light
system located at and identifying the road hazard area or the
road construction area.

6. The method according to claim 1, further comprising
additionally using information in the environment data
regarding recognized road signs on the roadway as a further
prerequisite for concluding that the actual traffic light system
is the temporary traffic light system located at and identi-
fying the road hazard area or the road construction area.

7. A device for carrying out the method according to claim
1, comprising

said environment sensor, which comprises a camera sys-

tem, configured and arranged to detect the actual traffic
light system on the roadway, and

hardware that is connected to said camera system,

wherein said hardware comprises a memory which stores

the reference model pertaining to the environment
scenario, and

wherein said hardware further comprises an object detec-

tion and evaluation unit which is configured to deter-
mine the actual positional data of the actual traffic light
system, to determine the environment scenario from the
environment data, and to generate the conclusion about
the detected traffic light system.

8. The device according to claim 7, further comprising
object detection software that can be executed by said object
detection and evaluation unit to recognize whether the actual
traffic light system includes a battery housing or a photo-
voltaic panel.

9. The device according to claim 7, further comprising a
vehicle navigation system producing navigation based infor-
mation from which the reference model is generated.
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10. The device according to claim 7, further comprising a
digital map database including construction area informa-
tion from which the reference model is generated.

11. A vehicle system comprising the device according to
claim 7, and a motor vehicle, a hybrid vehicle or an electric
vehicle on which the device is mounted.

12. A method of automatically recognizing a road hazard
area or a road construction area on a roadway along which
a vehicle is driving, comprising steps:

a) with at least one environment sensor of the vehicle,
producing environment data regarding an environment
on the roadway;

b) evaluating the environment data to detect an actual
traffic light system on the roadway;

¢) evaluating the environment data to determine actual
position data of a position of the actual traffic light
system,

d) from the environment data determining an environment
scenario by classifying an environment configuration
represented by features of the environment;

e) determining or obtaining a reference model that rep-
resents previously acquired reference information per-
taining to the environment scenario, wherein the ref-
erence information indicates whether an expected
traffic light system exists in the reference model and
provides reference position data regarding an expected
position of the expected traffic light system when the
expected traffic light system exists in the reference
model,;

f) when the reference information does not indicate that
the expected traffic light system exists in the reference
model, then in response thereto as a prerequisite, gen-
erating a conclusion that the actual traffic light system
is a temporary traffic light system identifying the road
hazard area or the road construction area on the road-
way; and

g) when the reference information indicates that the
expected traffic light system exists in the reference
model, then comparing the reference position data with
the actual position data, and when the reference posi-
tion data differs from the actual position data then in
response thereto as a prerequisite, generating the con-
clusion that the actual traffic light system is the tem-
porary traffic light system identifying the road hazard
area or the road construction area on the roadway.

13. The method according to claim 12, further comprising
a step:

h) when the reference information indicates that the
expected traffic light system exists in the reference
model, then comparing the reference position data with
the actual position data, and when the reference posi-
tion data corresponds to the actual position data then in
response thereto generating a conclusion that the actual
traffic light system is not a hazard or construction light
system identifying the road hazard area or the road
construction area on the roadway but instead is a
normal permanent traffic light system of the roadway.

14. The method according to claim 12, wherein said steps
f) and g) further comprise performing object detection on the
environment data and therein detecting a battery housing or
a photovoltaic panel on the actual traffic light system as
another prerequisite for generating the conclusion that the
actual traffic light system is the temporary traffic light
system identifying the road hazard area or the road con-
struction area on the roadway.

15. The method according to claim 12, wherein the actual
position data identifies the position of the actual traffic light
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system with respect to and relative to other features of the
roadway detected in the environment data, and the reference
position data identifies the expected position of the expected
traffic light system with respect to and relative to other
features in the reference model.
16. The method according to claim 1, further comprising
a step:
when the reference model indicates that the expected
traffic light system exists in the reference model, and
that the reference positional data of the expected traffic
light system corresponds to the actual positional data of
the actual traffic light system, then based thereon,
concluding that the actual traffic light system is not a
temporary traffic light system located at and identifying
the road hazard area or the road construction area but
instead is a normal permanent traffic light system of the
roadway.
17. The method according to claim 1, further comprising
performing object detection on the environment data and

8

therein detecting a battery housing or a photovoltaic panel
on the actual traffic light system as another prerequisite for
concluding that the actual traffic light system is the tempo-
rary traffic light system located at and identifying the road
hazard area or the road construction area.

18. The method according to claim 1, wherein the actual
positional data identifies an actual position of the actual
traffic light system with respect to and relative to other
features of the roadway detected in the environment data,
and the reference positional data identifies the expected
position of the expected traffic light system with respect to
and relative to other features in the reference model.

19. The method according to claim 12, wherein the step
e) of determining or obtaining the reference model com-
prises selecting the reference model that pertains to the
environment scenario from among a plurality of different
reference models previously stored in a memory.
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