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[57] ABSTRACT

An improved method of guiding the movement of an
unmanned vehicle. A number of luminous points are
arranged on a movement passage for the unmanned
vehicle in the form of an arrangement pattern indicative
of informations on the purpose of guiding. A visual
sensor mounted on the unmanned vehicle detects the
Iuminous points to reveive the informations on the pur-
pose of guiding therefrom so that the movement of the
unmanned vehicle is guided on the basis of the informa-
tions on the purpose of guiding which have been re-
ceived in that way. According to a system of giving to
the unmanned vehicle informations on the purpose of
guiding in dependence on a manner of arranging lumi-
nous points, a number of informations on the purpose of
guiding can be transmitted to the unmanned vehicle.
Moreover, an area occupied especially by the marks for
the purpose of guiding on the movement passage can be
reduced much more than the conventional method.

6 Claims, 6 Drawing Sheets
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METHOD OF GUIDING MOVEMENT OF
UNMANNED VEHICLE BY FOLLOWING A
NUMBER OF LUMINOUS POINTS

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present invention relates to a method of guiding
the movement of an unmanned vehicle such as an un-
manned conveying vehicle, a movable robot or the like.

BACKGROUND ART

To guide the movement of an unmanned vehicle, the
following systems have been heretofore employed.

(1) Guiding system using a natural scenery

This system is such that a linear image extending
along the movement passage (e.g., image representative
of the boundary between the floor surface and the wall
surface) is extracted by image processing means from
the image representative of the natural scenery taken by
a television camera mounted on a vehicle in a region
where the latter is planned to move and the vehicle is
then steered in such a manner that the linear image
appears at a predetermined position on the image plane
of the television camera at all times.

(2) Dotted line following system

Instead of the placement of a linear line for the pur-
pose of guiding on the movement passage where a vehi-
cle is planned to move, a number of reflective plates in
the form of white lines, tapes or the like are placed
along the movement passage at substantially equal dis-
tances to build a row of guiding marks. As the vehicle
successively approaches the locations where the respec-
tive reflective plates are placed, it is caused to move
along the movement region where it is planned to
move.

(3) Guiding system using reflective plates having bar
codes placed thereon

A number of reflective plates each including bar
codes are placed on the movement passage where a
vehicle is planned to move. The respective bar codes
have informations on operating conditions, crossings,
stop points and so forth stored therein and these infor-
mations are detected by visual image detecting means
such as a television camera or the like mounted on the
vehicle. The vehicle is then caused to move linearly,
turn or stop in compliance with the detected informa-
tions so that it moves on the movement passage where
it is planned to move.

(4) Guiding method using reflective plates which are
characteristic in geometrical configuration

A number of reflective plates each having a charac-
terizing feature in geometrical configuration are placed
on the movement passage where a vehicle is planned to
move. The geometrical configuration of the respective
reflective plates has informations on operating condi-
tions, crossings, stop points or the like involved therein
and these informations are detected by visual image
detecting means such as a television camera or the like.
Then, the vehicle is caused to move linearly, turn or
stop in compliance with the detected informations so
that it moves on the movement passage where it is
planned to move.
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However, it has been found that the aforementioned
conventional systems (1), (2), (3) and (4) have the fol-
lowing drawbacks.

(As to the system (1))

To extract the linear line indicative of the movement
passage from the image, a huge quantity of calculations
are required for performing a step of image processing.
Consequently, an excessively long time is consumed for
calculations, when a processing speed available for
calculation processing means dimensioned so as to
allow it to be mounted on a vehicular body is employed
for them. For the reason, if the vehicle is operated at a
high speed, there arises a large amount of deviation
between the vehicle position derived from calculations
and the actual vehicle position on completion of the
calculations. Accordingly, if the system (1) is employed,
the vehicle should be caused to move at a very slow
speed, resulting in a practical vehicular speed failing to
be obtained.

(As to the system (2))

With this system, there is a need of placing a dotted
line which extends along a curved part of the movement
passage. In addition, there is a need of arranging a num-
ber of marks at short distances on all the movement
passage where a vehicle is planned to move. Thus, an
excessively long time is required for arrangement of the
marks.

As to the systems (3) and (4))

According to the systems (3) and (4), a method of
operating a vehicle or an information on the current
position assumed by a vehicle is represented in depen-
dence on the marks pattern or shape. If a part of the
marks become dirty or is injured, informations required
for guiding the movement of the vehicle are lost with
the result that essential informations can not be trans-
mitted exactly. Accordingly, no person should walk on
the marks and no vehicle should move on the same too.
To prevent the marks from becoming dirty or being
injured, person should walk while avoiding the marks
but they are designed in large dimensions and occupy a
wide area on the road. This leads to a practical draw-
back that person walks with much difficulties. It should
be added that if marks having small dimensions are
used, it is difficult to read informations.

DISCLOSURE OF THE INVENTION

According to the present invention, a number of
luminous points are previously arranged on the move-
ment passage of an unmanned vehicle in the form of an
arrangement pattern representative of informations on
the purpose of guiding thereof. A visual scenery
mounted on the unmanned vehicle detects the luminous
points to receive the foregoing informations, whereby
the movement of the unmanned vehicle is guided on the
basis of the received informations on the purpose of
guiding.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a perspective view schematically illustrat-
ing a manner of guiding the movement of an unmanned
vehicle in accordance with the present invention,
FIGS. 2 and 3 are a perspective view illustrating by
way of example a manner of arranging a number of
luminous points, respectively, FIGS. 4 and 5 are a sche-
matic view illustrating by way of example an arrange-
ment of light emitting means and a television camera,
respectively, wherein FIG. 4 shows a case where a half
mirror is used and FIG. 5 shows a case where no half
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mirror is used, FIG. 6 is a schematic view illustrating
for the purpose of reference a directional property of
light reflected from a reentrant reflective body, FIGS,,
7(a), 7(b) and 7(c), (d) are views similar to FIGS. 2 and
3, respectively wherein FIG. 7(a) and 7(c) show an
image before binarizing and FIG. 7(b) and 7(d) show an
image after binarizing, FIGS. 8 is a block diagram illus-
trating by way of example the structure of an image
processing apparatus which is used for practicing the
method of the present invention, FIGS. 9(a) and 9(b)
are views for explaining a method of recording refer-
ence images, FIG. 10 is a view illustrating a geometrical
relationship between luminous points and a television
camera, and FIGS. 11(g) through 11(g) are views illus-
trating by way of example an arrangement pattern of
luminous points indicative of informations on an opera-
tion command, respectively.

BEST MODE FOR CARRYING OUT THE
INVENTION

Now, the present invention will be described in detail
hereinafter with reference to the accompanying draw-
ings which illustrate preferred embodiments thereof.

As shown in FIG. 1, the illustrated embodiment is
applicable to a case where the movement of an un-
manned vehicle 13 along a passage 2 is guided.

FIG. 2 shows by way of example an arrangement of
a number of luminous points 1 along the passage 2 in a
central region of the latter, while FIG. 3 shows by way
of example an arrangement of a number of luminous
points 1 along the boundary extending between the
floor surface and the wall surface.

Guide informations to be given to the vehicle 13 are
involved in the arrangement of the luminous points 1.
Referring to FIGS. 2 and 3 again, the respective lumi-
nous points 1 arranged in a substantially equally spaced
relationship along the passage 2 are adapted to give to
the vehicle 13 informations on the movement passage
that a line extending between adjacent luminous points
is indicative of a segment of movement passage for the
vehicle 13.

FIGS. 11(a) through (g) show by way of example
several patterns of arrangement of luminous points 1 for
the purpose of providing operation command informa-
tions for the vehicle.

If a number of luminous points 1 are arranged on the
passage 2 in compliance with the arrangement pattern
as shown in one of the drawings, this means that an
operation command information represented by the
arrangement pattern is given to the vehicle 13.

Incidentally, as shown in FIGS. 11(f) and 11(g), arow
of luminous points 1 arranged along the passage 2 to
represent informations on the movement passage func-
tions as informations on a speed command to be given to
the vehicle with respect to an arrangement interval
between adjacent luminous points 1 (indicative of a
width at a high speed and a width at a low speed).

Glass bead, corner cube, small-sized reflective plate,
reflective sheet piece and small-sized luminous member
(LED, bulb or the like) each of which is inexpensive,
can easily be placed and has excellent durability and
reentrant reflectivity are employable for the luminous
points 1.

The vehicle 13 is equipped with a visual sensor for
detecting the luminous points 1. FIG. 4 shows by way
of example a case where a television camera 5 is em-
ployed as a visual sensor. To assure that the luminous
points 1 are reliably detected by the television camera 5

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

65

4

without influence caused by outside turbulent light, it is
preferable that the respective luminous points 1 have a
degree of brightness as high as possible. In a case where
a luminous member such as a LED or the like is used as
a component constituting one luminous point 1, it is
required that it has a degree of brightness as high as
possible. On the other hand, in a case where a reflective
member such as glass bead or the like having a reentrant
reflectivity is used as a component constituting one
luminous point 1, it is found that a brightness of the
luminous point 1 varies substantially in dependence on a
positional relationship between light emitting means for
illuminating the reflective body and the television cam-
era 5 for detecting the same. This is because of the fact
that the reflective body having a reentrant reflectivity
reflects the largest quantity of light beam in the same
direction as the incident direction of light.

FIG. 4 shows an example wherein a half mirror 6 is
placed in front of a light emitter 4 and the television
camera 3 and the light emitter 4 are arranged at sym-
metrical positions relative to the half mirror 6 which is
located therebetween. In this case, light emitted from
the light emitter 4 passes through the half mirror 6 to
illuminate the reflective body 7. Then, the reflected
light advances toward the light emitter 4 but it is re-
flected at the half mirror 6 so that it is then introduced
into the television camera 5. At this moment, since the
television camera 4 receives the reflected light at the
position equivalent to the light emitter 4, the reflective
body 7 can be detected as a very bright luminous point.
However, in view of the fact that the luminous flux is
reduced to a half at every time when light passes
through the half mirror 6, a case where the luminous
point detecting method as shown in FIG. 4 is advanta-
geously employable will be taken into account in the
following.

FIG. § shows a conventional luminous point detect-
ing method wherein the aforementioned half mirror 6 is
not used. Now, it is assumed that a luminous flux of light
emitted from the light emitter 4 is represented byl a
luminous flux of outside turbulent light is represented
by I, a reflectivity of the luminous flux of outside tur-
bulant light on the surface of an outside turbulant body
is represented by 7, a damping rate of the luminous flux
of light passing through the half mirror 6 as shown in
FIG. 4 is represented by r and reflectivities of luminous
flux on reflective bodies 7 in FIGS. 4 and 5 are repre-
sented by 7 and 7'-S/N of the luminous flux of light
which has been introduced into the television camera 5,
i.e., a ratio of the luminous flux of light from the reflec-
tive body 7 in the foregoing luminous flux to the lumi-
nous flux of reflected light from the outside turbulent
body is represented by the following formulas (1) and
(2) with respect to the methods as shown in FIGS. 4 and
5.

(n
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passage 2 in compliance with one of arrangement pat-
terns as shown in FIGS. 11(a) through 11(g).

As the luminous points 1 arranged in compliance with
one of the foregoing arrangement patterns are taken by
the television camera 5, the calculating unit 111 makes a
determination on the basis of the content recorded in
the memory 110 as to what information on an operation
command is involved in the pattern and then gives to
the steering system 112 or a movement drive system
(not shown) in a predetermined timing an operation
command in correspondence to the content of the infor-
mation. Consequently, the vehicle 13 performs opera-
‘tions corresponding to the content of the foregoing
information, e.g., stop, rightward turning, leftward
turning or the like.

Next, description will be made below as to a case
where a number of luminous points 1 are arranged in
such a manner as shown in FIG. 3.

In this case, an image appearing when the vehicle 13
is stopped at the central part of the passage 2 in parallel
with the latter is inputted in the same manner as men-
tioned above and the positions (x, y) indicative of the
respective luminous points 1 on the image are stored in
the memory 110.

At this moment, for instance, it is assumed that an
image as seen in FIG. 9(c) is stored in the memory 110.
In response to this, the calculating unit 111 obtains
linear lines extending between the respective luminous
points 1, i.e., linear lines indicative of a boundary be-
tween the passage surface and the one wall surface and
linear lines indicative of a boundary between the pas-
sage surface and the other wall surface depending on
the aforementioned positions (x, y) of the luminous
points 1 on the image plane.

Then, as shown FIG. 9(b) the calculating unit 111
stores the positions Y representative of the respective
scanning lines and the positions X representative of the
linear lines appearing on the scanning lines in a memory
(not shown) in a combined state. Namely, coordinates
(X, Y) in the respective linear lines are stored in the
memory in the form of reference memories.

Here, when it is assumed that the vehicle 13 moves,
the positions (x, y) indicative of the respective luminous
points 1 on the image plane taken by the television
camera are stored in the memory 110. At this moment,
the calculating unit 111 detects a deviated position and
a quantity of deviated angle of the vehicle 13 by com-
paring the coordinates (x, y) with the reference coordi-
nates (X, Y) and prepares a steering command for re-
ducing them to a level of zero. The-thus prepared steer-
ing command is added to the steering system. As a
result, the movement of the vehicle 13 is guided so as to
allow it to move at the central part of the passage 2 in
parallel with the latter,

As will be apparent from the above description, the
luminous points 1 arranged along the boundaries be-
tween the passage surface and the wall surfaces as
shown in FIG. 3 give to the vehicle 13 informations on
the movement passage.

Incidentally, in a case where luminous points 1 ar-
ranged in compliance with one of the arrangement pat-
terns shown in FIGS. 11(a) through 11(g) are recog-
nized in an image, an operation command represented
by this arrangement pattern is given to the steering
system or the movement driving system for the vehicle
13 in the same manner as mentioned above.

If coordinates (x, y) indicative of a certain luminous
point 1 on the image plane are already known, a dis-
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tance between the luminous point 1 and the vehicle 13
can be calculated from the foregoing coordinates. Spe-
cifically, provided that a height h of the television cam-
era § and a mounting angle THETA of the same are
previously known, the distance between the luminous
point 1 and the vehicle 13 can be obtained on the basis
of the coordinates (x, y) by performing a simple geomet-
rical calculation.

Incidentally, also in a case where a LED or the like
light emitting body is used for the luminous points 1, the
movement of the vehicle 13 can be guided in the same
manner as described above. It is natural that the light
emitter 4 is not required in this case.

With respect to the aforementioned embodiments, it
is possible to transmit an image taken by the television
camera 5 to a remote location using an electric wave.
Certainly, this is convenient for monitoring the moving
state of the vehicle.

INDUSTRIAL APPLICABILITY

According to the present invention, arrangement of a
number of luminous points on the passage surface al-
lows information on guiding for the movement of a
vehicle to be given to the latter. Thus, many informa-
tions can be transmitted to the vehicle compared with a
conventional method with a reduce area on the passage
surface occupied by the luminous marks. Further, since
a short period of time is required for image processing,
the movement of the vehicle can be guided at a high
accuracy, even when the vehicle has an increased
speed.

We claim:

1. A method of guiding the movement of an un-
manned vehicle having a visual sensor by following a
number of luminous points, comprising the steps of:

disposing luminous points at a predetermined interval

along a movement passage on which the unmanned
vehicle is to travel so as to form a movement pas-
sage marker;

disposing a plurality of the luminous points closely to

each other according to a predetermined pattern at
a location in the movement passage so as to form an
operation command marker;
setting the unmanned vehicle in parallel with the
movement passage and letting the unmanned vehi-
cle pick up a plurality of the luminous points of the
movement passage marker by the visual sensor;

determining a straight line connecting the luminous
points of the movement passage marker picked up
by the visual sensor based on coordinates of the
luminous points;

calculating a positional deviation and an angular de-

viation of the unmanned vehicle from the straight
line based on coordinates of the luminous points
picked up from the movement passage marker
when the unmanned vehicle is traveling and the
straight line;

steering the unmanned vehicle such that the posi-

tional deviation and the angular deviation are cor-
+ rected; and
operating the unmanned vehicle according to the
luminous points disposed in the predetermined
pattern of the operation command marker when
the visual sensorpicks up the luminous point pat-
tern while traveling,

2. A method of guiding the movement of an un-
manned vehicle by following a number of luminous
points as claimed in claim 1, wherein said luminous
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points are constituted by a reentrant reflective body on
which light emitted from light emitting means mounted
on said unmanned vehicle is reflected, respectively.

3. A method of guiding the movement of an un-
manned vehicle by following a number of luminous
points s claimed in claim 2, wherein said reentrant
reflective body comprises a glass bead.

4. A method of guiding the movement of an un-
manned vehicle by following a number of luminous
points as claimed in claim 2, wherein light emitted from
said light emitting means is introduced into one of said
luminous points through a half mirror, light reflected
from said luminous point is reflected further on said half
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mirror and light reflected from said half mirror is then
introduced into said visual sensor.

5. A method of guiding the movement of an un-
manned vehicle by following a number of luminous
points as claimed in claim 1, wherein said luminous
points are constituted by a light emitting body, respec-
tively. '

6. A method of guiding the movement of an un-
manned vehicle by following a number of luminous
points as claimed in claim §, wherein said light emitting
body comprises a LED.
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