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1
PERFORMING CORRECTIVE ACTION ON
UNMANNED AERIAL VEHICLE USING ONE
AXIS OF THREE-AXIS MAGNETOMETER

GOVERNMENT RIGHTS

The United States Government may have certain rights in
this invention pursuant to Contract No. N41756-06-C-5617,
awarded by the United States Navy.

BACKGROUND

Anunmanned aerial vehicle (“UAV”) is a remotely piloted
or self-piloted aircraft that can carry cameras, sensors, com-
munications equipment, or other payloads. A UAV is capable
of controlled, sustained, level flight and may be powered by,
for example, a jet or an engine. A UAV may be remotely
controlled or may fly autonomously based on prepro-
grammed flight plans or more complex dynamic automation
systems.

UAVs have become increasingly used for various applica-
tions where the use of manned flight vehicles is not appropri-
ate or is not feasible. For example, military applications may
include surveillance, reconnaissance, target acquisition, data
acquisition, communications relay, decoy, harassment, or
supply flights. UAVs are also used in a growing number of
civilian applications, such as firefighting when a human
observer would be at risk, police observation of civil distur-
bances or crime scenes, reconnaissance support in natural
disasters, and scientific research, such as collecting data from
within a hurricane.

A UAV may have avionics equipment on board to control
the flight and operation of the UAV. The avionics may control
the direction, flight, stability compensation, and other aspects
of flight control. The avionics may comprise, for example, a
three-axis magnetometer to provide attitude measurements of
the vehicle. Additionally, a UAV may carry a variety of equip-
ment on board tailored to the mission that the UAV is to
accomplish.

SUMMARY

Methods and systems are provided for using a measure-
ment of only one axis of a three-axis magnetometer to per-
form at least one corrective action on an unmanned aerial
vehicle (“UAV”). One embodiment comprises (i) receiving
from a three-axis magnetometer a measurement representa-
tive of an attitude of a UAV, wherein the measurement is of
only one axis of the magnetometer, (ii) comparing the mea-
surement to an allowable range of attitudes, (iii) determining
that the measurement is not within the allowable range of
attitudes, and (iv) performing at least one corrective action on
the UAV.

Another embodiment comprises (i) receiving from a three-
axis magnetometer a measurement representative of an atti-
tude of a UAV, wherein the measurement is of only one axis of
the magnetometer, (ii) comparing the measurement to an
allowable range of attitudes, (iii) determining that the mea-
surement is not within the allowable range of attitudes, and
(iv) shutting off an engine.

Another embodiment is a vehicle comprising (i) means for
receiving from a three-axis magnetometer a measurement
representative of an attitude of the vehicle, wherein the mea-
surement is of only one axis of the magnetometer, (ii) means
for comparing the measurement to an allowable range of
attitudes, (iii) means for determining that the measurement is
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not within the allowable range of attitudes, and (iv) means for
performing at least one corrective action on the vehicle.

These as well as other aspects and advantages will become
apparent to those of ordinary skill in the art by reading the
following detailed description, with reference where appro-
priate to the accompanying drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Various exemplary embodiments are described herein with
reference to the following drawings, wherein like numerals
denote like entities.

FIG. 1 is a drawing of a ducted-fan unmanned aerial
vehicle (“UAV”), in accordance with exemplary embodi-
ments;

FIG. 2 is a simplified block diagram of a center body of a
UAV, in accordance with exemplary embodiments;

FIG. 3 is a flowchart of a method, in accordance with
exemplary embodiments; and

FIG. 4 is a flowchart of a method, in accordance with
exemplary embodiments.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS
1. Overview

It is possible that, during take-off, a UAV might engage in
uncontrolled flight, or the UAV might tip-over. This may
occur, for example, if the UAV is oriented during take-off in
such a way that the thrust of the engine will not be partially
cancelled out by the weight of the UAV. A VTOL (vertical
take-off and landing) UAV, such as a ducted-fan UAV, may be
particularly prone to tip-over or uncontrolled flight during
take-off. Because ofthe risk of tip-over or uncontrolled flight,
a UAV may determine whether it is about to engage in tip-over
or uncontrolled flight and, in response, perform a corrective
action. Such a corrective action may be, for example, shutting
off the engine of the UAV.

A measurement that is indicative of whether the UAV is
aboutto tip over or engage in uncontrolled flight is the attitude
of the UAV. An attitude is the orientation of the UAV’s axes
relative to the horizon. If the attitude exceeds a certain thresh-
old, tip-over or uncontrolled flight is possible. The attitude
may be measured using, for example, a fully blended GPS/
inertial navigation solution.

However, the time required to determine the attitude and
perform a corrective actionusing a fully blended GPS/inertial
navigation solution may be too great. A UAV that uses a
combustion-based engine and/or a hand-start engine may
require that an operator deploy the UAV, for example, outside
the safety of a vehicle. An important goal is to minimize the
time the operator is required to be outside the safety of the
vehicle. Therefore, it is desirable to minimize the time
required to determine an attitude and perform a corrective
action

Further, if the UAV requires an operator to deploy the UAV,
it is possible that the operator may still be in proximity of the
UAV during take-off. Uncontrolled flight or tip-over poses a
risk of injury to the operator or any other person in proximity
to the UAV, as it is possible that the UAV may strike those
persons.

Among the focuses of the present invention is to receive
from a three-axis magnetometer a measurement representa-
tive of an attitude of the UAV, wherein the measurement is of
only one axis of the magnetometer, to compare the measure-
ment to an allowable range of attitudes, to determine that the
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measurement is not within the allowable range of attitudes,
and to perform at least one corrective action on the UAV.

By receiving a measurement of only one axis of the three-
axis magnetometer, the amount of time required to determine
the attitude of the UAV and to perform a corrective action is
reduced. By using only one axis, the three-axis magnetometer
may require no startup time to determine abrupt pitch and roll
changes. As a result, less time is required to deploy the UAV,
and therefore less time is required outside the safety of a
vehicle.

Comparing the measurement to an allowable range of atti-
tudes may comprise, for example, comparing the measure-
mentto a range of attitudes stored on a data storage associated
with the UAV. Additionally or alternatively, comparing the
measurement to an allowable range of attitudes may comprise
transmitting the measurement to a ground operator for com-
paring the measurement to a range of attitudes. Those having
skill in the art will recognize that other methods of comparing
the measurement to an allowable range of attitudes are pos-
sible without departing from the scope of the claims.

Performing at least one corrective action may comprise, for
example, shutting off an engine of the UAV. Additionally or
alternatively, performing at least one corrective action may
comprise adjusting the attitude of the UAV to within the
allowable range of attitudes. Those having skill in the art will
recognize that the examples described are not limiting and
that other methods of performing at least one corrective
action are possible without departing from the scope of the
claims.

It should be understood that all descriptions presented
herein are exemplary in nature. Those having skill in the art
will recognize that the invention may be carried out in any
manner without departing from the scope of the claims. For
example, there may be other methods of receiving a measure-
ment representative of an attitude of the UAV or comparing
the measurement to an allowable range of attitudes without
departing from the scope of the claims.

2. Exemplary Architecture

a. An Exemplary UAV

FIG. 1 is a drawing of a ducted-fan UAV, in accordance
with exemplary embodiments. It should be understood that
this and other arrangements described herein are set forth
only as examples. Those skilled in the art will appreciate that
other arrangements and elements (e.g., machines, interfaces,
functions, orders, and groupings of functions, etc.) can be
used instead, and that some elements may be omitted alto-
gether. Further, many of the elements described herein are
functional entities that may be implemented as discrete or
distributed components or in conjunction with other compo-
nents, and in any suitable combination and location. Various
functions described herein as being performed by one or more
entities may be carried out by hardware, firmware, and/or
software. Various functions may be carried out by a processor
executing instructions stored in memory.

As shown in FIG. 1, UAV 100 may include an air duct 102,
a fan 104, a center body 106, a stator assembly 108, movable
vanes 110, struts 202, and a landing gear 203. Fan 104 may
comprise rotor blades to provide thrust so UAV 100 can lift,
hover, cruise, etc. Fan 104 may be connected to an engine,
perhaps in center body 106, which may spin and force air
through the fan, providing lift for the UAV.

Center body 106 may be a housing that contains additional
components of UAV 100, such as a camera or other surveil-
lance equipment. Center body 106 may further include avi-
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4

onics equipment, such as a three-axis magnetometer. Center
body 106 may also contain an engine for powering UAV 100.

UAV 100 may also include a stator assembly 108 and a
plurality of fixed and/or movable vanes 110 for providing
thrust vectoring for the UAV. The stator assembly 108 may be
located just under the fan 104 within air duct 102 to reduce or
eliminate the swirl and torque produced by the fan 104. Fur-
ther downstream of the stators, the thrust vectoring vanes 110
may be located within or outside the air duct 102. For
instance, the vanes 110 may be placed slightly below an exit
section of the air duct 102.

UAV 100 may further include struts 202 which support the
center body 106. Struts 202 may also provide a connection for
the landing gear 203 of the UAV.

FIG. 2 is a simplified block diagram of center body 106, in
accordance with exemplary embodiments. As illustrated,
center body 106 may include a processor 250, data storage
252, an engine 254, a magnetometer 256, and/or a wireless
communication interface 258, all connected by a system bus
262. Further, center body 106 may include any other mecha-
nism now known or later developed for a UAV.

In an exemplary embodiment, processor 250 may be, for
example, a general purpose microprocessor and/or a discrete
signal processor. Though processor 250 is described here as a
single processor, those having skill in the art will recognize
that center body 106 may contain multiple (e.g., parallel)
processors. Data storage 252 may store a set of machine-
language instructions, which are executable by processor 250
to carry out various functions described herein. Alternatively,
some or all of the functions could instead be implemented
through hardware.

Engine 254 may comprise any device now known or later
developed for providing thrust to UAV 100. Magnetometer
256 may be a three-axis magnetometer. Wireless communi-
cation interface 258 may include a chipset suitable for com-
municating with one or more devices over antenna 260. Suit-
able devices may include, for example, a device operated by
a ground controller for operating the UAV.

b. Exemplary Operation

FIG. 3 is a flowchart of an exemplary embodiment, in the
form of a method of operating a UAV, such as UAV 100
depicted in FIG. 1. As shown in FIG. 3, method 300 begins at
step 302 by receiving from a three-axis magnetometer a mea-
surement representative of an attitude of the UAV. The mea-
surement is of only one axis of the three-axis magnetometer.
For example, the measurement may be of only the z-axis of
the three-axis magnetometer. The three-axis magnetometer
may be, for example, magnetometer 256 depicted in FIG. 2.
In an exemplary embodiment, the amount of time needed to
receive the measurement may be small—for example, less
than one second.

Method 300 continues at step 304 by comparing the mea-
surement to an allowable range of attitudes. In an exemplary
embodiment, comparing the measurement to an allowable
range of attitudes may comprise comparing the measurement
to arange of attitudes stored on a data storage associated with
the UAV. The data storage may be, for example, data storage
252 depicted in FIG. 2. The range of attitudes may comprise,
for example, a single, contiguous range, or multiple, non-
contiguous ranges.

In another exemplary embodiment, comparing the mea-
surement to an allowable range of attitudes may comprise
transmitting the measurement to a ground operator for com-
paring the measurement to a range of attitudes. Transmitting
the measurement may comprise, for example, using wireless
interface 258 and antenna 260, both depicted in FIG. 2, to
transmit the measurement. The ground operator, perhaps a
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device, might then compare the measurement to a data stor-
age associated with the ground operator and, in response,
transmit an instruction to the UAV to perform a corrective
action.

Method 300 continues at step 306 by determining that the
measurement is not within the allowable range of attitudes.
The method then continues at step 308 by performing at least
one corrective action on the UAV. In an exemplary embodi-
ment, the amount of time required to perform at least one
corrective action may be small—for example, less than one
second. In another embodiment, the amount of time required
to perform steps 302 through 308 may be less than one sec-
ond. Note, however, that the times described to perform any
of'the steps in method 300 are by way of example only, and are
not intended to be limiting.

In an exemplary embodiment, performing at least one cor-
rective action comprises shutting off an engine of the UAV.
The engine may be, for example, engine 254 depicted in FIG.
2. The UAV may contain, for example, an engine kill switch,
and shutting off an engine may comprise triggering the engine
kill switch. In another exemplary embodiment, performing at
least one corrective action comprises adjusting the attitude of
the UAV to within the allowable range of attitudes. Adjusting
the attitude may comprise adjusting the speed of fan 104 or
adjusting the angle of thrust vectoring vanes 110. Other meth-
ods of adjusting the attitude are possible without departing
from the scope of the claims.

FIG. 4 is a flowchart of an exemplary embodiment, in the
form of a method of operating a UAV, such as UAV 100
depicted in FIG. 1. As shown in FIG. 4, method 400 begins at
step 402 by receiving from a three-axis magnetometer a mea-
surement representative of an attitude of the UAV. The three-
axis magnetometer may be, for example, magnetometer 256
depicted in FIG. 2. The measurement is of only one axis of the
three-axis magnetometer. The method continues at step 404
by comparing the measurement to an allowable range of
attitudes. The method then continues at step 406 by determin-
ing that the measurement is not within the allowable range of
attitudes. Method 400 continues at step 408 by shutting off an
engine. The engine may be, for example, engine 254 of UAV
100, as depicted in FIG. 2.

3. Conclusion

Various exemplary embodiments have been described
above. Those skilled in the art will understand, however, that
changes and modifications may be made to those examples
without departing from the scope of the claims.

The invention claimed is:

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

receiving, from a three-axis magnetometer, a single mea-

surement representative of an attitude of the UAV,
wherein the single measurement is of only one axis of
the three-axis magnetometer;

comparing the single measurement to an allowable range

of attitudes;

determining that the single measurement is not within the

allowable range of attitudes; and

performing at least one corrective action on the UAV based

only on the determination that the single measurement
of the only one axis of the three-axis magnetometer is
not within the allowable range of attitudes.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein comparing the single
measurement to an allowable range of attitudes comprises
comparing the single measurement to a range of attitudes
stored on a data storage associated with the UAV.

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

6

3. The method of claim 1, wherein comparing the single
measurement to an allowable range of attitudes comprises
transmitting the single measurement to a ground operator for
comparing the single measurement to a range of attitudes.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein performing at least one
corrective action comprises shutting off an engine of the UAV.

5. The method of claim 4, wherein shutting off the engine
of'the UAV comprises triggering an engine kill switch.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein performing at least one
corrective action comprises adjusting the attitude of the UAV
to within the allowable range of attitudes.

7. The method of claim 6, wherein adjusting the attitude of
the UAV to within the allowable range of attitudes comprises
adjusting an angle of a thrust vectoring vane of the UAV.

8. The method of claim 6, wherein adjusting the attitude of
the UAV to within the allowable range of attitudes comprises
adjusting a speed of a fan providing thrust to the UAV.

9. An unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) comprising:

an engine;

a three-axis magnetometer configured to measure an atti-

tude of the UAV; and

a processor connected to the magnetometer and configured

to:

receive, from the magnetometer, a single measurement
representative of the attitude of the UAV, wherein the
single measurement is of only one axis of the three-
axis magnetometer;

compare the single measurement to an allowable range
of attitudes;

determine that the single measurement is not within the
allowable range of attitudes; and

perform at least one corrective action on the UAV based
only on the determination that the single measure-
ment of the only one axis of the three-axis magnetom-
eter is not within the allowable range of attitudes.

10. The UAV of claim 9, further comprising a data storage
connected to the processor, wherein the allowable range of
attitudes is stored on the data storage.

11. The UAV of claim 9, wherein the processor is config-
ured to compare the single measurement to an allowable
range of attitudes by at least transmitting the single measure-
ment to a ground operator for comparing the single measure-
ment to the range of attitudes.

12. The UAV of claim 9, wherein the processor is config-
ured to perform the at least one corrective action by at least
shutting off the engine.

13. The UAV of claim 12, further comprising an engine kill
switch, wherein the processor is configured to shut off the
engine by at least triggering the engine kill switch.

14. The UAV of claim 9, wherein the processor is config-
ured to perform the at least one corrective action by at least
adjusting the attitude of the UAV to within the allowable
range of attitudes.

15. A vehicle comprising:

means for receiving, from a three-axis magnetometer, a

single measurement representative of an attitude of the
vehicle, wherein the single measurement is of only one
axis of the three-axis magnetometer;

means for comparing the single measurement to an allow-

able range of attitudes;

means for determining that the single measurement is not

within the allowable range of attitudes; and

means for performing at least one corrective action on the

vehicle based only on the determination that the single
measurement of the only one axis of the three-axis mag-
netometer is not within the allowable range of attitudes.
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16. The vehicle of claim 15, wherein the means for com-
paring the single measurement to an allowable range of atti-
tudes comprises means for comparing the single measure-
mentto a range of attitudes stored on a data storage associated
with the vehicle.

17. The vehicle of claim 15, wherein the means for com-
paring the single measurement to an allowable range of atti-
tudes comprises means for transmitting the single measure-
ment to a ground operator for comparing the single
measurement to a range of attitudes.

18. The vehicle of claim 15, wherein the means for per-
forming at least one corrective action comprises means for
shutting off an engine of the vehicle.
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19. The vehicle of claim 15, wherein the means for per-
forming at least one corrective action comprises means for
adjusting the attitude of the vehicle to within the allowable
range of attitudes.

20. The vehicle of claim 19, wherein the means for adjust-
ing the attitude of the vehicle to within the allowable range of
attitudes comprises at least one of means for adjusting an
angle of a thrust vectoring vane of the vehicle or means for
adjusting a speed of a fan providing thrust to the vehicle.



