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1 Introduction

The SEMFIRE project contemplates several challenges within the �eld of forestry robotics
and �eld robotics. This deliverable identi�es some of these challenges in the context of the
activity 4 of the project: Multi-Robot Coordination in the Forestry Environment. Mainly,
we focus on the pervasivelocalization system of the members of the team of forestry
robots { the Ranger and the Scouts { developed in the previous months, and on two main
multi-robot tasks to ful�ll the use case de�ned in deliverable E1.1 [4]; namely multi-robot
exploration for cooperative reconnaissance and multi-robotpatrolling for forestry clearing
and cooperative progress monitoring.

We divide this deliverable in three sections, one for each topic: localization, exploration
and patrolling. Each of these sections starts with a brief overview of the literature, the work
in progress on the topic within the SEMFIRE project, and a discussion of the results achieved
thus far. Lastly, we �nalize the deliverable with Section 6, presenting the conclusions of the
document and the main lines of future work.

2 Multimodal Localization System

2.1 Brief Literature Review

2.1.1 Global and Local Localization

Localization of robotic systems is an active area of research [5], and most outdoor localization
applications rely on global navigation satellite systems (GNSS). However, GNSS by itself
is not recommended for sensitive and precise tasks. For instance, GPS accuracy, in the
best-case scenario, is at the level of tens of centimeters, when coupled with Real-Time
Kinematics (RTK), which uses a �xed base station to enhance the precision of incoming
GNSS positional data [6]. Moreover, GPS-based tracking does not provide a full 6D pose
estimation (x; y; z; �; �;  ), which is essential for precision applications, e.g. 3D mapping [7]
or automated forestry operations [8], lacking body orientation information (�; �;  ), and the
estimation of height (z) is generally much less precise thanx and y, due to the satellites'
geometry that favors perpendicular planes in the triangulation process [9].

Many outdoor localization systems have been proposed over the years, based on dif-
ferent technology, like radio-frequency (RF) receiver-based approaches [10], visual feature
matching using cameras [11], RSSI measurements of wireless sensor networks [12], RFID
technology [13], and Simultaneous Localization and Mapping (SLAM) [14] with LIDARs
and cameras, with varying degrees of success. Some of these techniques such as feature
matching and SLAM use purely local information, accumulating error over time, which can
only be solved with the explicit integration of complex loop closure techniques [15] to identify
places that have been visited in the past, instead of considering them as new observations.
On the other hand, global localization techniques, such as GPS, use a global reference sys-
tem, and can recover more easily from poor estimates. Yet, they su�er from lack of precision
and incomplete information at local level.

To overcome the limited accuracy of existing systems, SEMFIRE is based on the premise
that local and global localization techniques should be integrated in a common framework
to capitalize on the bene�ts of di�erent approaches. Based on the research group solid
experience [16, 17], a multimodal sensor fusion estimation approach is proposed to support
and fuse an arbitrary number of distinct tracking input sources to provide accurate 6D
localization estimation for �eld robotic agents.

Given that global localization approaches mostly rely on mature technology, such as the
acquisition and integration of sensing inputs like GPS [18], GPS-RTK [6] or Ultra Wide-
band (UWB) triangulation technology [19], in the following paragraphs we overview recent
advances inlocal tracking approaches, focusing specially on Simultaneous Localization And
Mapping (SLAM), and sensor fusion in outdoor challenging environments.
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2.1.2 Simultaneous Localization and Mapping

One of the key works that broke away from 2D SLAM in 
at indoor environments in 2D
to provide a full 3D SLAM system in less structured outdoor environments was proposed
by Cole and Newman [20]. The authors use a 2D scanner continually oscillating about a
horizontal axis, thus consecutively building 3D scans, using a simple segmentation algorithm
and by executing a \stop-acquire-move" cycle. A scan-matching classi�cation technique is
used for inter-scan registrations, which also involves an integrity check step. As a result,
the authors were able to successfully perform 3D probabilistic SLAM in an outdoor non-
at
terrain, and in a related work [21], the system was augmented with a forward-facing camera
to improve loop closure detection using an appearance-based retrieval approach. Detecting
loop closure with vision in outdoor environments would be further explored in upcoming
works, such as [22, 23, 24].

At around the same time, Thrun and Montemerlo proposed the recognized GraphSLAM
o�ine algorithm [25]. GraphSLAM extracts a set of soft constraints from the dataset,
which are represented by a sparse graph. The map and robot path are then acquired by
linearising these constraints, and solving a least squares problem using standard optimisation
techniques. The approach was tested outdoors in large-scale urban structures, using a two-
directional scanning laser and featuring optional GPS measurements integration, achieving
valid 3D map representations. Another seminal work on 3D SLAM was proposed in N•uchter
et al. [26]. The approach, which makes use of a robot that is equipped with a tiltable SICK
LRF in a natural outdoor environment, is based on 6D ICP scan matching, combined with a
heuristic for closed loop detection and a global relaxation method, leading to valid mapping
of the environment, displaying precise correspondence with an aerial ground truth photo.

Based on the early work of Singh and Kelly on elevation maps for navigating an all-
terrain vehicle [27], Pfa� et al. proposed an e�cient approach to solve the 3D SLAM
problem is proposed [28]. The approach classi�es individual cells of an elevation map into
four classes representing parts of the terrain seen from above, vertical objects, overhanging
objects (e.g. branches of trees or bridges), and traversable areas. This information is then
taken into account by the ICP registration algorithm, and a consistent constraint-based
robot pose estimation technique is developed. The authors employed a Pioneer II AT robot,
equipped with a SICK LMS range scanner on top of a pan/tilt device. Results showed
that the techniques lead to signi�cantly increased correspondences and alignments in the
generated map.

An interesting review of the literature in SLAM for outdoor environments up to 2009 is
provided in [29]. The authors analyse mapping and localisation separately, by comparing
�rstly di�erent occupancy grid mapping approaches, and then analysing di�erent methods
for localisation within the map. This is done by classifying approaches into three categories:
visual SLAM (using monocular cameras and stereovison), LIDAR SLAM (scan matching
and maximum likelihood estimation approaches with LIDARs) and sensor fusion SLAM
(techniques using fusion of any kind of sensors, such as cameras, LRFs, radar and/or others).

2.1.3 Visual Feature Matching for Local Tracking

Stereo vision has also been heavily used for studies in outdoor perception in the last
decades [30, 31]. In [32], a hierarchical (topological/metric) approach is proposed for a
vehicle in large-scale outdoor urban environments using a low-cost, wide-angle stereo cam-
era, and integrating GPS measurements in low-level visual landmarks metric mapping for
improving vehicle positioning. At the high-level, a topological graph-like map consisting
of vertices (topological places represented by local metric submaps) and edges (transfor-
mation matrices and uncertainties describing the relationship between vertices) is used to
reduce global errors and keeping real-time constraints. The authors successfully tested the
approach in an autonomous car, covering a 3.17 km long path keeping a small degradation
with GPS unavailability, by comparing the results of the estimated path against the ground
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truth provided by a professional RTK-GPS receiver module mounted on the vehicle. In two
related works [33, 34], submap matching for stereo-vision outdoor SLAM is used. However,
unlike in [32], a 
at terrain is not assumed for matching the 3D local metric maps, and
GPS-denied environments are considered. The authors propose a novel method for submap
matching based on robust keypoints that are derived from local obstacle classi�cation. By
describing discriminative geometrical 3D features, invariance to changing viewpoints and
varying light conditions is achieved using only an IMU and a pair of cameras mounted on
an outdoor robotic platform.

Visual odometry, together with visual SLAM, has been the object of a substantial amount
of research for several decades now [35, 36, 37, 38], and there has been a recent interest
in applying these techniques to the more challenging natural outdoor scenarios [39]. An
account of research conducted during the last ten years on natural outdoor environments
would include work by Konolige et al. [40, 41], Otsu et al. [42] and Daftry et al. [43] and a
very interesting biologically-inspired Bayesian approach using convolution neural networks
that uses inference of sun direction to reduce drift, by Peretroukhin et al. [44].

2.1.4 Scienti�c and Technological Challenges and Recent Advances in Local-
ization

Also important for this kind of applications would be work considering 2D camera fusion with
3D-based devices [45, 46, 47, 48], with others more focused on SLAM in forest environments
[49]. Also relevant is recent work in visual odometry and navigation for unmanned aerial
vehicles (UAVs) in forest applications and other related topics [50, 51, 52, 53, 54, 55, 56].

Besides the technological advances in sensors for 3D perception [57, 58], and increased
computation power and storage/memory availability [59, 60], recent signi�cant contributions
have also been proposed to improve existing solutions. These include enhanced ICP-based
scan matching and data registration approaches [61], more e�cient 3D data representa-
tion [62, 63], hierarchical/multiresolution mapping approaches [64], improved calibration
methods [65], novel probabilistic techniques [66, 67], semantic mapping and terrain mod-
elling [68, 69, 70].

In fact, recent years have shown the possibility of obtaining precise pose and locali-
sation estimation using single cameras, by employing advanced SLAM methods such as
RatSLAM [71, 72, 73], a biologically-inspired SLAM system, or ORB SLAM [74, 75], a
feature-based monocular SLAM approach. Furthermore, it has been shown that individual
SLAM approaches can be extended to decentralized teams of multiple robots, in particular
graphSLAM approaches, which can be leveraged to both optimise the map as well as the
6D pose estimation for all participating robots, as shown in [76].

In the light of the points mentioned above, studies on outdoor perception and mapping
for forest harvesters and precision agriculture have started to emerge [77, 78, 79, 80]. For
instance, in [81], a feature-based method that combines 2D laser localisation and mapping
with GPS information to form global tree maps is proposed. The authors study di�erent
scan correlation and data association methods to produce simple 2D tree maps of the forest.
In [82], an Extended Information Filter (EIF) SLAM implementation is used in an olive
grove for precision agriculture mapping based on the detection of stems for a monocular
vision system that is coupled with a laser range sensor, and in [83], the localisation of an
outdoor robot for applications on steep slope vineyard monitoring tasks is assisted by agri-
cultural wireless sensors, using the Received Signal Strength Indication (RSSI) of iBeacons
(Bluetooth based sensors) for distance estimation, allowing to improve unstable localisation
accuracy of GPS.

Despite all the reported advances, however, looking at this body of work the conclu-
sions drawn by [39] in terms of the many open scienti�c and technological challenges for
visual odometry and SLAM when considering natural outdoor environments still hold to-
day, in particular those resulting from the di�culties imposed by visual sensor limitations.
For instance, forestry environments are unstructured, look-alike and often subject to windy
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conditions, which can lead to corner cases in feature matching and loop closure techniques.
Additionally, high vibration and other motion bias [84] have a signi�cant e�ect on pro-
prioceptive sensors and their calibration, resulting in motion blur, hindering optical 
ow
techniques and leading to high variance of image scale, as well as rolling shutter e�ects on
vision sensors. In the case of LIDARs and IMUs, motion while acquiring data and lack
of stabilization increases the noise of collected sensing data inevitably. The cost factor of
outdoor-resistant and compliant solutions are also a challenge, as most cheap and common
sensors used in Robotics are not appropriate for rainy, foggy/smoky, and windy conditions.
Another challenge identi�ed in Mohammad et al. [85] points towards the high computa-
tional cost to process images that is still required nowadays for Visual Odometry and Visual
SLAM solutions.

2.2 Work in Progress in SEMFIRE

As seen before, numerous pose estimation approaches use only local information, su�ering
from error accumulation over time. Inversely, global methods are based on a �xed reference
system, and can recover more easily from mislocalizations, as they do not rely necessarily
on previous instances to compute the solution in the current estimation step. Yet, they
su�er from lack of precision and incomplete information at local level. SEMFIRE builds
on the belief that local and global localization methods should be integrated in a common
framework to capitalize on the bene�ts of both types of techniques. To do so, a multimodal
sensor fusion estimation approach is proposed, supporting and fusing any number of di�erent
local and global tracking inputs, leveraging nonlinear �ltering techniques, such as Extended
Kalman Filters and Graph-based SLAM to provide improved centimeter-level 6D full pose
estimation and detailed 3D map representations as output.

A decoupled system architecture with emphasis on the a priori de�nition of the communi-
cation between components, allows the integration of sensor data acquisition and processing,
arti�cial perception algorithms, and distinct computational approaches for pose estimation,
which are implemented, analyzed and tested as inputs for the sensor fusion system. Data fu-
sion from distinct localization sensing sources will explicitly incorporate input measurement
uncertainty to allow increased robustness in all situations. These include sensor failures, e.g.
neglecting estimates from faulty sources; and overcoming challenging situations that a�ect
speci�c robotic components, e.g. lack of features for visual tracking, inexistent optical re
ec-
tion from opaque surfaces corrupting LIDAR data or magnetic interference which degrades
inertial measurement units' readings, thus enabling activation or removal of inputs during
run-time. The system will also provide trajectory smoothing, as consecutive local measure-
ments are introduced, stabilizing tracking behavior, and reducing discretization \jumps"
from global localization approaches.

The solution has been designed in ROS as an integrated hardware and software module:
the localization toolbox for SEMFIRE, enabling extendibility beyond �eld robotic applica-
tions. Figure 1 presents the proposed localization approach for SEMFIRE.

Sensory integration in SEMFIRE aimed, in the �rst instance, to provide a robust, mul-
timodal and hierarchical localization estimation for the Ranger robot. For this purpose, an
extended global Kalman �lter (EKF) was used, which contemplates the fusion of multiple
components of local and global pose estimation, as described in Figure 1.

Firstly, the system locally calculates a continuous 6D pose estimation (x; y; z; �; �;  )
using visual odometry fusion based on the Intel RGBD camera, consecutive scan of the point
clouds provided by the two 3D LeiShen C16 LIDARs integrated in the robot, as well as 3D
accelerometer, gyroscopic and magnetometer orientation data provided by the integrated
UM7 inertial measurement unit (IMU). Locally, the system uses a robust Graph-SLAM
technique [86] to provide with these inputs an estimate of local and continuous localization,
which feeds the global EKF �lter.

In addition to this estimate, the EKF �lter is also powered by high-precision geo-
referenced measurements through a GPS-RTK, which allows correcting any accumulation of
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Figure 1: Proposed local and global fusion approach for 6D full pose localization estimation
in SEMFIRE.

local errors that come from the local pose estimation system, thus providing an estimation
of global pose with precision.

The global pose estimation provided allows the system to map the environment in detail
through probabilistic mapping libraries, such as OctoMap [87], which is based on an e�cient
mechanism to represent 3D information (octrees), relieving the computational weight and
storage of classic 3D mapping techniques. Figure 2 presents the 3D mapping approach based
on Octomaps, currently in use for SEMFIRE.

Figure 2: Proposed 3D mapping approach currently in use in SEMFIRE.

Note that the use of probabilistic �lters such as the EKF allows the estimation constraints
to be obtained during run-time, e.g. number of satellites available for GPS, matched fea-
tures in visual tracking, co-variances of ego-motion estimation, etc. These are leveraged as
fundamental inputs for sensor fusion estimation, accounting for the degree of uncertainty of
each measurement, and serving as important biases during the fusion process to overcome
the corner cases that di�erent techniques tend to have. This way, the system is robust
to sensor failures, neglecting estimates from faulty sources, and allowing for activation or
removal of tracking inputs during run-time.

2.3 Results, Discussion and Expectations

Accurate localization is a mandatory requirement for �eld operations, such as ground and
aerial robotic navigation or large-scale mapping and perception, thus SEMFIRE aims at
improving the maturity of full 6D robotic pose estimation, especially in outdoor areas that
are highly dynamic and unstructured, encompassing hard challenges for perception such
as GPS dropouts, undistinctive visual features in forestry scenes and high perturbation in
motion due to rough terrain traversability.

The localization approach is centered on ROS software components, such as sensor-based
perception, pose estimation methods and multimodal fusion estimation; as well as hardware
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components, including ROS drivers and low-level data acquisition. Figure 3 displays a 3D
map obtained in a real-world experimental trial using the Ranger robot, which is local-
ized precisely at all times in 6D with the previously described multimodal sensor fusion
hierarchical localization approach.

Figure 3: Results of initial tests with a 3D map of a challenging outdoor environment using
the proposed localization and mapping approaches.

Results show that the approach proposed for the Ranger localization is extremely precise,
reliable and robust. Yet, it is a work in progress that we are constantly aiming to improve.
For instance, the Graph-based SLAM approach that we are using does not provide an output
when one of the inputs (front LIDAR, back LIDAR, IMU or Visual Odometry) is missing.
This is something that we would like to change in the future, i.e. for the approach to be
robust to missing inputs over time. Moreover, we would also like to intensively test more
parametric combinations and other inputs for the EKF �lter used, e.g. testing the integration
of the IMU at global localization level to further improve the results. Additionally, the EKF
used for localization has the 
exibility to also be fed by other sources of localization. As
seen in Figure 1, we aim to explore the integration of Ultra Wideband (UWB) technology
as a source for global localization in situations where GPS dropouts do not allow the system
to maintain a georeferenced system.

Finally, we have been working to extend the localization method in the Ranger ground
robot to the team of Scouts aerial robots. For this, we will follow a similar strategy for the
Scouts, albeit with di�erent sensing inputs due to the di�erences in hardware. Alternatively,
we would like to look into the possibility of assisted Scouts' localization using the Ranger
as a precise reference.
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3 Multi-Robot Exploration for Cooperative Reconnais-
sance

3.1 Brief Literature Review

3.1.1 Autonomous Exploration Fundamentals

Yamauchi de�ned exploration as the \act of moving through an unknown environment while
building a map that can be used for subsequent navigation" [88]. Exploration is a key to
understand the features of a particular environment perceiving the surroundings for possible
danger, obstacles, rough terrain, passage conditions, etc.

The purpose of 3D exploration is to autonomously build a fully detailed 3D map of the
unknown environment to represent the explored area [89]. This results from data acquired
through the sensing system of the robot during the exploration task. To plan a trajectory
of the robot across the environment, the exploration strategy used must take into account
the area already explored, using a map that is incrementally maintained, and the area that
is still unexplored.

Robotic exploration strategies in the literature are typically frontier-based [90], [88], such
as Frontier-Void-based [91], or Receding Horizon [92] strategies. Both of these methods are
developed for 3D exploration and use a \next-best-view" planning to select the \best" next
step to be performed by the robot in the environment. Next-Best-View (NBV) strategies for
exploration focus on the problem of a viewpoint selection and, in this case, path planning
for a mobile robotic platform used for 3D reconstruction [93]. NBV is often used to detect
objects from di�erent viewpoints around the object to extract maximum information about
it, while incorporating the robot's kinematics constraints. In the context of mobile robotics,
the NBV planner consists in determining the most favorable viewpoint of sensing action to
be performed by the robot, moving the robotic platform to a desired location and acquiring
data with the purpose to obtain as much of new information about the environment as
possible [94].

The main issue in autonomous exploration is how the robot will get to know the world
and wander within it, in such a way to obtain as much of new information as possible
about the environment. Developed originally to be performed in a 2D environment, the
Frontier-based exploration approach [88] aims to obtain as much new information from an
area as possible, by moving the robot to the boundary between open space and uncharted
territory, denoted as frontier . This early approach chooses the best frontier where it can
obtain the maximum information, i.e. the region with more unexplored area. Applying
the Frontier-based paradigm to 3D exploration, requires a search in 6 degrees of freedom
(DOF) space, combining the frontiers in 3D with the concept of voids. Voids are unexplored
volumes automatically generated from 3D sensor observations that are occluded or enclosed
by obstacles. For an adequate sensor viewpoint for observations of the interior of those voids,
the extracted voids are combined with nearby frontiers. By intersecting all the vectors, it is
possible to determine a location from which many of the void spaces can be observable, in
which for a larger scenario could be more than one location. After extracting those locations,
the robot sequentially visits them until the whole area is explored. As the environment is
explored, the representation of the area is stored in a volumetric map, e.g. an octomap (see
previous section). This tessellates 3D spaces into cells organized in a hierarchical 3D grid
structure for more e�cient computation, in which �ner-grained resolution, i.e. smaller cells,
are used only in more complex regions of the environment where smaller geometrical details
have to be represented.

Summing up, this approach works in an iterative procedure executing the same steps at
each cycle, as following:

1. Capturing a 3D point cloud from the environment using a sensing system.

2. Registering the point cloud and align with previous scans.
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3. Integrating the cloud into an hierarchical octomap structure.

4. Extracting the frontiers and the void cells.

5. Determining the NBV locations.

6. Planning and executing a trajectory to that location.

Despite being commonly used, the aforementioned approach may not be the most in-
teresting to perform exploration when the variable of time intends to be reduced. When
combining frontiers and voids, this approach has to explore much of the environment and
then go through all the voids sequentially. Even when using more than one robot to do it,
it is not always a practical approach for 3D exploration, especially in large environments.

An alternative approach to frontier-based strategies employs a sampling-based receding
horizon path planning [92], intended to generate a path that covers a \generous" volume of
information yet unexplored. A sensing system, capable of acquiring information from the
surroundings of the robot, is used to combine that information along with the localization
of the robot and then, create a 3D map of the already explored area. This map takes into
account collision-free navigation and determination of the exploration progress in order to
compute the best path to go through. To compute it, a �nite iteration of a random tree
is grown using the rapidly-exploring random trees (RRT) algorithm [95], [96] where each
branch is evaluated for the amount of unexplored space that can be mapped. The �rst node
of the best branch is executed, while the whole process is then repeated.

With this approach, executing only the �rst node of the RRT �nite branch is enough to
explore the area until the robot reaches the edge. While the robot is moving to the edge, it
is simultaneously mapping the area around it. Therefore, when it arrives to the edge, the
area ahead of it is already mapped and probably there is no need for additional exploration.
Another edge is calculated, redirecting the robot to another unexplored area. Summing up,
no long paths are needed to explore an environment.

3.1.2 Multi-Robot Coordination for Exploration

Most of the mobile robots used in autonomous exploration missions are limited to 2D or
2.5D1 environment representations, which are su�cient for several applications [97]. In this
case, the robot must be able to estimate its ego-motion to proceed on a regular environment,
perceiving the distance to obstacles and even perceiving some objects.

In a 3D environment, there is more space to explore, as it is not just free space and
obstacles at a certain height, de�ned by the sensor system constraints. In these more chal-
lenging and complex scenarios, the robot must have the perception of what surrounds it,
such as 3D objects, terrain conditions, empty areas, etc.

In 2D and 3D exploration, robots must be capable not only of navigating and mapping
their surroundings but also combining navigation and mapping. Moreover, having a team of
robots working cooperatively increases the potential to accomplish a single task faster than
with a single robot [98]. To cover larger spaces, a team of robots may be employed [99],
in SEMFIRE we integrate not only unmanned ground vehicles (UGVs) but also unmanned
aerial vehicles (UAVs) covering aerial space, i.e. an heterogeneous multi-robot system.
Besides this, using more robots introduces redundancy so we can expect increased fault-
tolerant over a single robot solution [99]. Another advantage of using a team of robots is the
merging of overlapping information, helping to compensate some sensor uncertainty. This
is specially important when using robots with di�erent sensor capabilities [100]. On the
other hand, an adequate number of robots must be employed in the environment, in order
to minimize interference among members of the team.

12.5D environment representation - 2D map that represents the correspondent elevation of the environ-
ment.
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Coordinating a team of robots during an exploration mission implies an e�cient strategy
to keep robots on track on which areas are not yet explored, currently being explored and
already explored. For this strategy, robots must communicate among them, sharing their
position and map of the area explored. When exchanging messages, it is necessary to share
details of the area explored by the robot. For this, robots must be capable of building
maps online while moving in the �eld using SLAM approaches (see Section 2.1.2). While
mapping the environment, a robot has to deal with possible errors in localization and range
measurements. This imposes some problems when determining the location of a robot
relatively to its map.

Burgard et al. [99] presented a centralized system capable of coordinating a team of
robots following a decision-theoretic approach, primarily presented by M. Moors in his PhD
thesis [101]. It presents a solution to the problem of how to assign exploration tasks to
individual robots where multiple robots are involved without them moving to the same
location. The proposal determines target locations for individual robots. This determination
simultaneously considers the cost of reaching a frontier cell and the utility of that cell. The
cost of reaching a frontier cell is proportional to the distance from the robot to that cell.
The utility of a frontier cell depends on the number of robots that are moving to that cell or
close to it. Robot's limited communication is considered. To perform the exploration and
coordinate their actions, each robot starts with a blank grid map. The system relies on the
assumption that robots must begin their operation in nearby locations that their scans show
substantial overlap. Another assumption is that the system must know the approximate
relative initial pose of the robots, allowing minor errors in orientation.

Finally, to achieve coordination, the team must be able to communicate and transmit
the individual maps during mission. This is done by sending messages from a robot to all
teammates within a correspondent cluster. To prevent overlap of information, each robot
stores a log of sensor measurements for each other robot perceived by this robot. The robot
only transfers those measures that has not been sent to that corresponding robot. If a
robot has already those measures from another robot, they are discarded, thus avoiding
overlapping.

Another strategy to coordinate a team of robots is presented by Freda et al. based on
two-level agents [1]: an exploration and a planner agent. A schematic representation of this
strategy is shown in Figure 4. This strategy is based on a distributed coordination system.
The exploration agent �ts into topological level by planning and adding a new view node
on its exploration tree. Here the cooperation is achieved once the planning of the new node
is driven by shared information gain. Its continuous monitoring and negotiation of possible
entry of con
icting nodes helps to maintain cooperativeness. The planner agent �ts into
metric con
ict by computing the safest path from the current position of the robot to the goal
position using the individual map. Applying a multi-robot traversability function guarantees
metric coordination by inducing a prioritized path planning, where robots negotiate metric
con
icts, preventing the intersection of planned paths. Both agents cooperate, as it is the
explorer who assigns the desired goals to the path planner, where he continuously responds
with feedback, informing the other of its status and computations.

This approach allows to reduce interference and manage possible deadlocks. While the
exploration agent focuses on the most important exploration aspects, the path planner takes
care of possible incoming metric con
icts. Furthermore, where the path planner agent may
fail in arbitrating challenging con
icts, the exploration agent intervenes and reassign tasks
to distribute the robots over the environment.

Bircher et al. [92] presented a benchmark study between Receding Horizon and Frontier-
based approaches, demonstrating a better performance for the Receding Horizon planner.
Simulations were performed using a hexacopter MAV, able to explore any surface from any
viewpoint, reducing kinematics constraints. For the implemented tests, two signi�cantly
di�erent exploration scenarios for simulation were created: an apartment and a bridge. The
apartment scenario used was a very simple indoor scenario composed only with a few walls

9



Figure 4: Two-Level strategy for each robot [1].

and with an area of 20� 30 m and with 3 m of height. The Frontier-based strategy led to
a reduced average exploration time of the whole area but the unmapped area is a higher
comparing to the Receding Horizon. Moreover, the average computation time of Receding
Horizon is signi�cantly reduced, allowing a seamless integration into robot's control and
path planning loops.

In the bridge scenario, with an area of 54� 26m and 14 m of height, as opposed to
the Receding Horizon approach, the Frontier-based approach was not able to complete the
exploration task, took long in terms of computational time, as well as to re-plan a path to
proceed with the exploration of the environment. These results showed that Frontier-based
approach may not be suitable to explore complex environments.

The Two-Level strategy from Freda et al. [1] employs two agents, they help to reduce in-
terference of information and prevent con
icts between teammates. The fact that the robots
must begin the mission in nearby locations while maintaining a continuous communication
results in a collective behavior such that they will not move far from each other and will
directly a�ect the objective of reducing signi�cantly the time of the exploration task, moving
as a group.

Leader-follower approaches appeared as an e�cient approach for multi-robot exploration,
being currently adopted by many authors to solve speci�c MRS applications. In 2004,
Takahashi et al. [102] proposed a centralized algorithm to control robots without taking
into account their initial deployment. However, real robots were unable to completely avoid
obstacles, which is expected under centralized approaches requiring a high level of data
exchange between agents that cannot be guaranteed in real-world scenarios. Alternative
approaches were proposed to tackle this and other issues, combining leader{follower with
consensus-based estimation approaches, as presented by Ren et al. [103]. The proposed
distributed formation control architecture accommodated an arbitrary number of group
leaders and arbitrary information 
ow among agents, namely about the neighbours position.
Approaches with multiple group leaders and an e�cient inter-robot coupling are less prone
to failures in the presence of limited information exchange within the formation, though
consensus might be hard to achieve [104].

These and other approaches have been proposed over the years, but it was only in the last
decade that a new breed of adaptive formation maintenance methods started to emerged.
Some authors, such as Cheng et al. [105], proposed decentralized adaptive control approaches
to solve the consensus problem of MRS. The authors explored the bene�ts of adaptive neural
network schemes to overcome the e�ect of some environment disturbances. Yet, most of these
works disregarded collision avoidance and other dynamic uncertainties. This was not the
case for Alonso et al. [106, 107, 108], who proposed several decentralized approaches to deal
with static and dynamic obstacles environments in 3D workspaces. The authors adopted
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a sequential convex optimization approach to compute a convex region in free position-
time space and on non-convex optimization methods to compute the con�guration of the
team of robots with obstacle avoidance constraints [109]. The authors concluded, however,
that deadlocks may still arise due to disagreements occurring when each robot computes an
independent global path [108].

Arti�cial neural network (ANN), such as the self-organising map (SOM), have also been
considered to address robotic formation maintenance. For example, Zhu et al. [110] used
SOM to plan tasks for multi-AUV systems and develop a velocity synthesis method for path
planning according to the assigned tasks. In Zhu et al. [111], the authors incorporated a
biologically inspired neural network into the task-allocation algorithm to address the dy-
namics constraints of the robot when generating the path. More recently, the same authors
presented a new study [112, 3], this time considering the orientation and the kinematics
of the AUVs. Bucknall et al. [113] expanded the use of SOM by integrating a potential
�eld approach to achieve improved collision avoidance. Despite these accomplishments, the
methods were evaluated under ideal, or near ideal, conditions without considering real-world
constraints, including dynamic uncertainties and obstacles.

3.2 Work in Progress in SEMFIRE

Within SEMFIRE, multi-robot exploration is a very important task, which enables the team
of aerial Scouts to cooperatively proceed with the Reconnaissance mission in the forestry
environment. In brief, this phase of the mission consists on having Scouts collectively ex-
ploring and mapping the target area with the goal of �nding the regions of interest (ROIs)
within this area that contain combustible material, e.g. fuel accumulation such as 
ammable
debris, that should be mulched. The result of this phase is a semantic map that results from
the collective exploration of the operational theater, containing information on the loca-
tion of regions that need intervention and of regions that should be preserved, among other
elements.

We have been working on multi-robot exploration by proposing an innovative cooperative
perception architecture and distributed situational awareness in teams of mobile land and
air robots in forestry environments using a common global framework, covering the following
aspects:

1. Techniques for e�cient information sharing and resilient operation in case of commu-
nication failures;

2. Distributed consensus and situational recognition mechanisms;

3. Optimization of the positioning of sensors during activities, enabling e�ective mecha-
nisms of collective attention and reduction of uncertainty;

4. Detection of 
ammable material, tree types, people, animals, objects, situations and
events relevant to missions carried out in a forest environment;

5. Tests, adjustments and improvements to the architecture developed in a real environ-
ment.

The cooperative perception architecture carefully delineated in Deliverable E3.1 [114],
provides the groundwork for the development of the multi-robot exploration strategy within
the Reconnaissance mission performed by the Scouts aerial robots. This is represented in
the cooperative exploration feature within the multi-robot coordination module of the Scout
robots, as illustrated in the Figure.

When the reconnaissance mission starts, Scouts need to perform an exploration mission
while maintaining a given formation, be it for distributed and collaborative perception, as
well as to maintain the connectivity of the network [115]. On an early stage of the project,
this will be achieved by combining two state-of-the-art approaches:
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ˆ A Rapidly-Exploring Random Tree (RRT) based approach for multi-robot map explo-
ration [116];

ˆ An extension of the the self-organizing map (SOM) neural network method for solving
the autonomous robot formation maintenance problem [110].

The RRT exploration strategy has been extensively evaluated on single robot planar
applications and limited multi-robot applications [116, 117]. SEMFIRE will generalize the
RRT algorithm, already made available to the ROS community2, with the objective on
tackling challenging collaborative 6DoF robotic applications. RRT will be used to �nd
frontier regions in 3D map representations, which will subsequently feed the SOM method
as key (target) positions of the expected formation shape. After that point, focus will
be given in endowing SOM with obstacle-free navigation, required when operating under
realistic environments. The proposed approach is based on obstacle-free convex region local
navigator proposed by Alonso-Mora et al. [108], which allows robots to adjust the parameters
of the SOM-based formation, while avoiding collisions with static and moving obstacles when
progressing towards their goal.

3.3 Discussion and Expectations

Very few state-of-the-art solutions for forestry robotics focus on cooperative teams of �eld
robots, with the notable exceptions of the RHEA [118] and RASBerry projects [119]. These
projects make use of teams of robots, sometimes heterogeneous (i.e. involving various kinds
of robots), which tend not to be numerous, usually involving less than 10 robots. Hetero-
geneous teams are of particular interest since, for instance, they are able to combine the
actuation abilities of large robots with the perceptive abilities of UAVs, as in SEMFIRE.
Swarm robotics, on the other hand, operates on the principle of employing large teams of
small, relatively simple and cost-e�ective robots to perform a certain task. We could not
�nd work exploring the perceptual abilities of large swarms of small robots for �eld opera-
tions, e.g. robust distributed mapping with multiple agents, be it for agricultural or forestry
applications, which constitutes an important scienti�c and technological gap.

Multi-robot coordination is one of the most common and crucial tasks in a MRS [2].
Overall system performance can be directly a�ected by the quality of coordination and
control. Coordination can be rigid or dynamic.

Some of the main areas of research in motion coordination areformation tracking and
control 3, where the goal is to achieve a desired pattern de�ned by relative position vectors,
time-varying formation tracking control [120], where the goal is to track a pre-established
trajectory, while the agents maintain a time-varying desired formation.

In spite of the general obvious problems of motion coordination, the main MRS issue is
the space sharing between agents; a resource sharing problem which has been studied mainly
in relation to multi-robot motion planning, collision free, connectivity maintenance, conges-
tion and deadlock avoidance problems. As further discussed, extensive formation-related
studies have been carried out in recent decades around these topics, with formation control
being the most actively investigated area. The aim of formation control is to generate ap-
propriate control commands to drive multiple vehicles to achieve the prescribed constraints
on their own states[121]. Several scienti�c groups has focused on consensus-based forma-
tion control, which uses the distance between vehicles information to allow the formation
to maintain a certain shape while navigating. More recently, the concept of using dynamic
formation shapes for collision avoidance purposes has been proposed and studied in a num-
ber of di�erent works. However, the focus of these research e�orts remains on low-level
controllers without the high-level decision-making capability.

2http://wiki.ros.org/rrt exploration
3 In literature there is no a consensus in the application of the terms formation control and formation

tracking . Through this document it is assumed that both share the same terminology.
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In order to overcome these drawback and enable multi-robot formation systems to op-
erate in complex missions, some cooperative motion planning techniques ended out being
dominant over the past few years. These techniques take into consideration information,
such as the mission start and end goal, as well as the environmental constraints, the aim of
cooperative motion planning is to provide optimised trajectories for the formation to bene�t
the coordination of multiple robots [122]. In addition, MRS planning needs to take into
account other constraints beyond the costs that are routinely considered in conventional
planning, such as the shortest distance cost. MRS planning also needs to contemplate con-
straints speci�cally related to the formation itself, such as the required formation shape, in
order to facilitate the formation control [123].

Figure 5: Overlap between formation control and cooperative motion planning, Liu et al.[2]

In Figure 5, we can see the large overlap between formation tracking and cooperative
motion planning research topics. It clearly indicates the number of key concepts shared
between it, and both topics should contemplate their interaction when being implemented
in multi-vehicle formation systems. For instance, when performing cooperative motion plan-
ning, the trajectory for each vehicle should be generated with speci�c formation shape, so
that the shape can be reached e�ciently. Also, the formation control strategy should be
capable of evaluating the features of the computed trajectories and decide how rigorously
follow each individual path, or modify them in a way to avoid collisions. In addition, the
vehicle dynamic constraints are important when designing the controller [124]; whereas for
cooperative motion planning, safety distance from obstacles, total distance cost, computa-
tional time and trajectory smoothness are key costs when planning the path [125, 126].

As a preliminary methodology to tackle these described problem, Figure 6 depicts a
diagram to easily understand the main components of the overall pipeline and better identify
the main contributions.

As the main purpose of this architecture is do deal with multi-robot motion coordination,
it is necessary to de�ne the following main components:

ˆ Global Planner - the global path will be generated by one of the several global
planners available in the literature (section 4.2). We intend to explore di�erent ap-
proachesRapidly Exploring Random Tree (RRT) , with improvements of the
[116] approach and a new exploration strategy based on the use of multiple RRTs4;

4http://wiki.ros.org/rrt_exploration
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Figure 6: Purposed SOM-based formation tracking system architecture overview.

Adaptative Search Space Coverage Path Planner (ASSCPP) [127]5, proposing
improvements over online sweeping for path generation and for polygon decomposi-
tion problems, such as coverage alternatives and the interrupted path concept. Besides
those, other suitabler planners will be exploited with the intent to provide a global
path to be used as reference to the main SOM-based component.

ˆ Sensor data stream - as a general component to provide a stream of sensors, such
as LiDAR, camera-based, localization sensors, among others;

ˆ SLAM - as a general SLAM technique and non-technology dependent to provide
information about the agents localization and surrounding map, fed by the sensor
data and to provide an output for the Obstacle Avoidance component;

ˆ Obstacle avoidance - input for the main SOM-based component by adopting the
[106] work to compute the largest collision-free convex polytope in the neighborhood,
followed by a constrained optimization via sequential convex programming, as a way
to improve the obstacle avoidance capability of the SOM-based method;

ˆ Predictive Controller - input for the main SOM-based component by following the
[128] approach, designed to obtain an optimal trajectory tracking for agents, using a
linear model predictive controller (MPC) in combination with non-linear state feed-
back. This predictive component depends on the robot model dynamics which exploits
the feedback information provided by the low-level of control. The low-level control
acts as the hardware abstraction layer for a given platform control, receiving linear
and angular velocities.

ˆ Communication Network - input for the main SOM-based component by managing
inter-robot communication network connectivity and quality [129];

ˆ Robot Awareness - input for the main SOM-based component by gathering in-
formation from the sensor data stream (implicit communication) and communication
network (explicit communication), providing the pose of neighbour robots;

5https://github.com/uenota/cpp_uav
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ˆ SOM-Based Formation Tracking - main focus and contributions of this research as
a novel an adaptive self-organizing map (SOM) neural network method for distributed
robot-agnostic formation control (AUVs, USVs, UGVs or UAVs). This component
will control and track the group of autonomous robots, keeping their position in the
formation when moving as a whole. The group reaches the desired locations in an
expected formation shape along pre-planned trajectories, provided by a given global
planner component. The proposed approach is distributed in the sense that the con-
troller of each robot only uses its own information and limited neighboring information,
provided by the aforementioned components. The formation control strategy is based
on self-organizing competitive calculations carried out with workload balance, without
the need to designate the leader and the followers explicitly. All robots are treated
equal, both as leader and follower, so that important characteristics, such as adap-
tion and fault tolerance, emerge. A decision-making layer will be integrated within
the approach to de�ne component input weights to in
uence the formulation of the
formation tracking. At last, a local planner provides the necessary navigation ability
of each individual robot towards their virtual target.

The objective functions include minimizing the distance to target, the time to target,
and the group shape energy, though other objectives might be considered in the future. In
term of constrains, network connectivity, energy autonomy, time, rendezvous problems, and
robots model dynamics will be considered.

The dimension of the con�guration space is equal to the number of independent variables
in the representation of the con�guration, also known as the degrees of freedom (DOF). In
this case, six degrees of freedom are considered: three to represent the position (Cartesian
position) and three to represent the orientation (Euler angles) in its respective 3D axis.

4 Ranger Patrolling for Forest Clearing

4.1 Brief Literature Review

Multi-robot systems (MRS) and related subjects, such as design [130], communication [131],
and path-�nding [132] gained increased attention during the 80s. Still, early work on inspec-
tion robots [133], navigation of patrol robots [134], and robot security guards [135] focused
exclusively on single robot solutions. In the end of the 80s and beginning of the 90s, the �rst
physical multi-robot systems have been documented in pioneering research works with small
populations of robots by researchers from Japan and the USA [207, 208, 209, 210]. During
the 90s, a signi�cant boost in work on MRS has been noticeable, with a growing involvement
of European researchers. In this decade, robotics competitions, especially RoboCup [211]
played an important role to foster MRS research.

Patrol is generally de�ned as \the activity of going around or through an area at regular
intervals for security purposes" [212]. For MRS, this is a somehow complex mission, requiring
an arbitrary number of mobile robots to coordinate their decision-making with the ultimate
goal of achieving optimal group performance by visiting all point in the environment, which
require surveillance. It also aims at monitoring, protecting and supervising environments,
obtaining information, searching for objects and detecting anomalies in order to guard the
grounds from intrusion. Hence, a wide range of applications are possible, as exempli�ed in
Table 1.

Employing teams of robots for active surveillance tasks has several advantages over, for
instance, a camera-based passive surveillance system [213]. Robots are mobile and have
the ability to travel in the �eld, collect environmental samples, act or trigger remote alarm
systems and inspect places that can be hard for static cameras to capture. These capabilities
are highly bene�cial to safeguard human lives and provide a great amount of 
exibility to
the deployed system [214].
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Table 1: Examples of applications of multi-robot patrol.

Area of Application Example

Rescue Operations
Monitoring trapped or unconscious
victims

Military Operations Mine clearing
Surveillance and Security Clearing a building
Supervision of Hazardous
Environments

Patrolling toxic environments

Safety Preventive patrol for gas leak detection

Environmental Monitoring
Sensing humidity and temperature levels
inside a facility

Planetary Exploration Collecting samples
Cooperative
Cleaning

Household
vacuum and pool cleaning

Areas with restricted access Sewerage inspection
Vehicle Routing Transportation of elderly people
Industrial Plants Stock Storage
Computer Systems War-game simulations

Early work on applications using teams of mobile robots in surveillance contexts ad-
dressed essentially cooperative sweeping, coverage, and multi-robot coordination [215, 216,
217, 218, 219]. The MRP as we know it, started to receive more attention following the pio-
neer work of Machadoet al. [220], where the environment was abstracted using a topological
representation, i.e., a patrol graph, which connected the key points in the area that needed
regular visits by agents. The authors proposed and compared several patrolling architec-
tures, using di�erent agent behaviors, di�erent communication assumptions and decision-
making methods. Criteria based on the average and maximum idleness of the vertices
were proposed to evaluate the performance of each technique using a simplistic JAVA-based
patrolling simulator [221]. However, conclusions were solely drawn on two scenarios, and
unweighted edges were used, meaning that agents always take the same time to travel from
one vertex to another, independently of the distance between them.

Since then, several di�erent MRP strategies with increasingly less relaxed assumptions
have been presented, based on a wide variety of concepts, such as: simple reactive archi-
tectures [222], game theory [223, 224, 225, 226], task allocation [227, 228], market-based
coordination [229, 230, 231, 232], graph theory [233, 234, 235, 236, 237], Gaussian processes
theory [238, 239], Markov decision processes [240, 241], evolutionary algorithms [242], arti�-
cial forces [243], reinforcement learning [244, 245], swarm intelligence [246, 247, 248], linear
programming modeling [249], Bayesian heuristics [250, 251] and others with sub-optimal
results, leading to several detailed dissertations and thesis on the subject [252, 253, 254,
255, 256, 257, 258, 259, 260, 261]. Lately, an e�ort for real world validation of MRP systems
has been evident [262, 263, 264, 265].

There are slight variations to the MRP. The idleness concept,i.e. the time that a point
in the environment spends without being visited by any robot, has been broadly used in the
literature as a basic performance metric, while other authors proposed alternatives such as
the frequency of visits to important locations [266, 267]. Additionally, di�erent coordination
methods for the team of agents have been studied, such as centralized deterministic [268]
and distributed probabilistic methods [269].

Important theoretical contributions on the area patrolling problem have also been pre-
sented previously [270, 271, 272, 273, 274], and it has been showed that the multi-robot
patrolling problem is NP-Hard, and it can also be solved optimally for the single robot
situation by �nding a TSP tour in the graph that describes the environment to patrol ( cf.
Fig. 7).
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Figure 7: A patrol graph displayed on top of a metric map to be used in multi-robot
patrolling tasks. The blue dots represent the vertices of the graph that must be visited,
while the red arcs represent the edges that connect pairs of vertices [254].

4.2 Work in Progress in SEMFIRE

After the exploration/reconnaissance task is �nished, the Scouts 
y to key points that delimit
the target area, while maintaining communication, and remain stationary in a controlled
formation. The Scouts then monitor the progress of the clearing task, by assessing the
fraction of existing debris over their initial state. At this point, the Ranger starts visiting
the Regions of Interest (ROIs) previously identi�ed in the reconnaissance stage so as to
reduce the accumulation of combustible material by cutting down trees and mowing down
ground vegetation (e.g. bushes, shrubs, brush, etc.) in the forestry environment.

The Ranger must plan e�ciently the visits to all ROIs. This is done in a similar way
to an area patrolling task, while the Scouts cooperatively monitor the mission progress. To
do so, the Ranger must be able not only to navigate autonomously in the challenging 3D
environment but also make decisions regarding the clearing mission. Therefore, in SEMFIRE
we have also been working on these two preconditions for the Ranger patrolling task.

In Figure 8, the navigation architecture of the Ranger robot is illustrated. In summary,
provided with a precise localization (see Section 2), the Ranger is able to plan 3D navigation
goals, using a combination of local information (local planner and local costmap) and global
information (global planner and global costmap). The navigation architecture encompasses a
hierarchical safe design by automatically detecting traversable areas to navigate, considering
all the entities that are present in the environment (people, animal, trees, etc.), recovery
mechanisms for situations where the robot may feel trapped, and at the higher level a
navigation emergency stop mechanism that can be triggered by the human operator in charge
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Figure 8: Ranger's Safe 3D Navigation Architecture.

at any point of the mission to override the autonomous navigation commands generated by
the ranger robot.

The navigation allows the robot to plan traversable paths through the 3D environment
to reach a speci�c region of interest which is sent to the robot by the Forest Clearing
Decision-Making module, illustrated in Figure 9.

This module represents the most decisive action-coupling component of the SEMFIRE
project. Assuming proper sensor registration, localization and mapping, as well as safe
navigation and an advanced arti�cial attention system, given all ROIs previously identi�ed,
the forestry decision making module will perform the patrolling mission by planning all
ROI visits and send navigation goals to the Ranger. Moreover, when reaching a ROI,
this module is also responsible to safely move the arm of the robot and start mulching
the 
ammable material, while assessing the clearing and robot state during the mulching
procedure. Similarly to the navigation architecture, the Forest Clearing decision making
framework also provides safety at the arm and mulching tool level. Firstly, autonomous
mulching will only be triggered if the robot is fully con�dent that it and/or the entities
around the robot do not incur in safety danger. Secondly, at the higher level an arm and a
mulching emergency stop mechanism can be triggered by the human operator in charge at
any point of the mission to override the autonomous decisions of the ranger robot.

For the Ranger forestry clearing, the robot will make use of a patrolling strategy. The
research team has plenty of experience in this matter, as several patrolling strategies have
already been implemented on ROS, and can be re-used for this purpose6. For the SEMFIRE
project, we envisage to make use of the Concurrent Bayesian Learning Strategy (CBLS) for
area patrolling proposed by Portugal and Rocha [264]. This is a probabilistic strategy, where
the agent adapt its moves to the state of the system at the time, using Bayesian decision rules
and distributed intelligence. The robot evaluates the context and adopts a reward-based
learning technique that in
uences future moves to di�erent regions of interest. Extensive
results have shown the potential of the approach in terms of e�ectiveness, presenting superior
results to several state of the art patrolling strategies. Moreover, we also made use of
the proposed multi-robot patrolling approach in the recently �nished P2020 R&D projecto

6Seehttp://wiki.ros.org/patrolling_sim
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Figure 9: Ranger's Decision-Making Process for Forestry Clearing.

STOP7 for cooperative security in large indoor environments.
Like for reconnaissance, Scouts formation will be managed by the extended SOM ap-

proach. Nonetheless, unlike before, wherein the RRT exploration algorithm was used to �nd
frontier regions as target positions of the expected formation shape, the SOM method now
relies on the Ranger's pose over time. This allows to establish the target con�guration that
Scouts should maintain to better estimate the position of the Ranger using UWB and to
keep track on the progress of the mission. In ideal scenarios (i.e., obstacle-free scenarios), the
Scouts should remain equidistant to each other, forming a geometry centred in the Ranger
(xR ; yR ) planar position. Put it di�erently, for a �xed number of 4 Scouts, the optimal
shape will be a square. However, one expects inter-Scout distances to change over time so
they may adapt to the changes in the environment.

The clearing mission of SEMFIRE ends when the volume of combustible material in the
target area falls below a prede�ned threshold, ideally zero.

4.3 Discussion and Expectations

As mentioned before, the CBLS patrolling strategy will be employed in the Ranger robot for
forestry clearing. For this to become a reality, we have been working on the implementation
of the Ranger navigation architecture. We currently have a navigation implementation for
the Ranger robot based on [275], and we are extending the 2D navigation and path planning
approach to 3D, by testing and improving the baseline approach in the SEMFIRE simulator,
as illustrated in Figure 10.

Namely, we are currently working in extracting the 3D gradient of the terrain in relation
to the robot, so as to distinguish traversable ramps and slopes from non-traversable ones
(i.e. slopes that exceed the angular limits of the robot). By following the process illustrated
in Figure 11, we are incorporating the gradient of the occupancy points contained in thea
priori 3D point cloud map of the environment { or the map that results from the used SLAM
technique { as an observation source to the navigation framework, then thresholding along
the gradient (we consider that the robot does not climb slopes with more than 45 degrees
of inclination) to understand whether the known terrain is safe to traverse. Moreover, we

7http://stop.ingeniarius.pt
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Figure 10: Ongoing Ranger Navigation simulation tests.

perform a statistical analysis on the perceived environment in order to concurrently detect
and register obstacles, fusing the data from the two above steps into a single costmap. This
not only allows the robot to avoid obstacles and select valid pathways, but to also select the
most e�cient paths available based on the described traversability cost estimation. After
intensive testing of the proposed planning approach, which is still work in progress, we
aim to test the 3D planning approach in the real Ranger with the existing low-level track
actuation controller (see next paragraph), and check whether we need to modify the higher-
level software that inspects the costmaps to reach a navigation goal by sending adequate
velocity commands to the mobile robot base8.

The low-level controller of the Ranger intends to be a standard in leading the research
into existing heavy-duty autonomous machines, with the integrated Society of Automotive
Engineers (SAE) J1939 Controller Area Network (CAN) protocol. Even though this might
seem like a hard constraint, the SAE J1939 has become the accepted industry standard for
heavy-duty machines in agriculture, forestry and construction. The SEMFIRE consortium
successfully conceived a microcontroller bridge, capable of interpreting and generating J1939
messages, thus allowing to seamlessly exchange messages with the central controller of the
compact track loader. Currently, ongoing work is being carried out on developing a low-
level PID controller to continuously correct the motion of the Ranger based on the di�erence
between the desired velocity, provided by the navigation layer, and the measured velocity,
estimated by the localization architecture.

As soon as we have the navigation ready and stable on the Ranger robot, the patrolling
node is ready to receive the list of ROIs in order to continuously plan e�ective visits to mulch
and clear the forestry environment in areas where 
ammable material is accumulated.

Also, driven by application needs, this work will focus in adaptive methods based in
neural networks with unsupervised learning. More speci�cally, the proposed architecture
will revolve around the use of Self-Organizing Maps (SOM) for formation tracking with the
following key features:

ˆ Distributed decision-making using limited information of the neighbors;

ˆ Adaptive to the environmental constraints (e.g., density of obstacles, limited space,
communication constraints, etc.);

ˆ Safe navigation in 3D workspace while avoiding dynamic obstacles;

ˆ Fault-tolerant mechanisms to recover from breakdowns (e.g., robot stopped working);

8http://wiki.ros.org/move_base
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Figure 11: Incorporation of the 3D gradient as a navigation observation source, extending
the global planning to 3D.

ˆ Scalable to any number of robots;

ˆ Integrated dynamics uncertainties;

The proposed motion coordination MRS architecture will try to mitigate these prob-
lems, going beyond the state-of-the-art in formation tracking and control algorithms. The
contributions of this ongoing work revolve around the possibility of combining current for-
mation control methodologies with arti�cial neural network (ANN) techniques, proposing a
novel motion coordination MRS architecture based onSelf-Organizing Map (SOM). SOM-
based methods prove to be suitable when applied to the formation coordination problem,
mostly due to their self-organizing characteristics. Nevertheless, the fundamentals around
SOM approaches rely in a fault-tolerance premise, where most proposed approaches are so
far unable to perform dynamic collision-free formation tracking, as well as handling severe
environmental conditions. The herein proposed SOM-based architecture features such as,
competitive, adaptive, distributed (fault-tolerance), deterministic and self-organizing char-
acteristics, which are attractive to real-world MRS.

5 Multi-robot formation

The SEMFIRE project contemplates several �elds of research, among which the development
of a team of aerial and ground platforms for forestry robotics applications. This section
presents the preliminary approach for Multi-robot coordination approaches algorithms as
well as, the methodology to be followed in terms of communication, signal processing and
position estimation in outdoor environment.

5.1 Introduction

In the last decade, signi�cant amount of research e�orts in the area of robotics have been
made involving multiple robots over single agents. A robot as single-agent system is often
designed to deal with a speci�c task or a sequence of tasks, without e�cient multitasking.
Such robots are usually equipped with multiple sensors, implying the need for a complex
mechanism and an advanced intelligent control system. Although a single-robot system can
lead to a relatively strong performance, some tasks may be inherently too complex, or even
impossible, for it to perform, such as spatially distributed tasks, as it will be addressed
throughout this document.

21



MRS o�er several advantages over single solutions due to their practical potential in
various real-world challenging applications, o�ering a panoply of scienti�c and technological
challenges arising from the necessary level of coordination and control [136, 137]. MRS, as
a de�nition, contains more than one robot, being formed by a group of homogeneous or
heterogeneous collaborative robotic agents. Advantages of MRS over a single-robot system
have been well-described in the literature, being summarized as:

ˆ Optimal spatial distribution;

ˆ Achieve better overall system performance. The performance metrics could be the
total time required to complete a task [138] or the energy consumption of the robots
[139];

ˆ Introduces robustness that can bene�t from data fusion and information sharing among
the robots, and fault tolerance that can bene�t from information redundancy. For
example, multiple robots can localize themselves more e�ciently if they exchange
information about their position whenever they sense each other [100, 140, 141];

ˆ Cost e�ectiveness, as each robotic platform comprising the MRS may be simpler (at a
processing and sensing level), cheaper to build than using a single powerful robot that
usually are more complex and expensive, to accomplish a task [142];

ˆ Better system reliability, 
exibility, scalability and versatility [143]. Robots with di-
verse abilities can be combined together to deal with complex task, and one or several
robots may fail without a�ecting the task completion.

The �eld of MRS has grown over the past years since it can be used to e�ectively
assist humans in multiple relevant application domains, such as industrial logistics manage-
ment [144], precision agriculture [145], search and rescue [146], infrastructure inspection and
surveillance [147], environment monitoring [148], transportation [149], forestry operations
[150], among others. This is in line with the past work carried out by the candidate, devel-
oping robotic systems that were integrated within MRS deployed in di�erent environments,
including land [151], underwater[152], and air [153].

While this evident growth is extremely motivating, supporting the development and
contribution of new approaches by the community, there are still many open challenges
that need to be overcome in order to successfully deploy MRS under real-world scenarios.
In particular, multi-robot motion control is considered as a contemporary area with some
relevant work presented in the last decade, especially in terms of strategies for coordinating
teams of mobile robots. However, many of these studies present unrealistic simpli�cations,
strong limitations or questionable applicability and versatility, as it will be illustrated in
section 3. The multi-robot motion coordination problem is very challenging in real-world
scenarios, because robots must:

ˆ Navigate autonomously while avoiding dynamic obstacles;

ˆ Coordinate, collaborate and cooperate depending on their tasks;

ˆ Decentralize their decision-making to avoid relying on a central agent;

ˆ Overcome communication constraints;

ˆ Accomplish the expected tasks, regardless of the number of robots and the environ-
ment's dimension.

Ensuring all of these requirements will inevitably lead to successful deployment of MRS
in real-world scenarios. Moreover, and bearing in mind that, to date, one cannot guarantee
that the MRS is endowed with all of these requirements, there is room for an eminent
potential growth in this domain that is likely to take place in the next few years.
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5.2 Multi-robot coordination

Signi�cant amount of research e�orts in the area of robotics have been made involving
multiple robots over single agents. One of the key reasons relies on the practical potential of
MRS in various applications, as well as theoretical challenges arising in their coordination
and control [137]. This �eld has grown in the last years since it can be used to e�ectively
assist humans in multiple relevant application domains, such as warehouse management,
search and rescue, infrastructure inspection, transportation, among others.

The theory behind MRS suggests a task-sharing problem into simpler robots [154, 155],
by cooperating with each other to achieve complex behaviors, combining di�erent tasks
and the dynamics of the environment [156, 157, 158, 159]. Due to their inherent time and
space distribution characteristics, it is necessary that each robot maintains a consistent level
of awareness about the task assigned to the team and about its agents, thus allowing the
robot to break down complex problems, increasing robustness and reliability, and decreasing
cost. These systems should be decentralized, distributed, redundant and fault-tolerant [160].
Therefore, from a cost-e�ective point of view, it may actually be cheaper and more pragmatic
to build a set of less capable and simpler robots that can cooperate, instead of one single
robot to perform the entire mission [161, 162, 163]. However, in general, it is unarguable
that the development of MRS is scienti�cally and technologically more challenging than the
single-robot counterpart.

The increasing of MRS promote a large research interest in recent decades. This section
present a detailed survey to review the main approaches and techniques related to the
application of MRS in distinct domains, including ground, aerial and aquatic applications,
with the speci�c attention centred on formation control.

5.2.1 Common Methods and Recent Studies

Recent developments in the �eld of MRS Formation Control have led to a renewed interest in
topics within the realm of multi-agent systems, which generally aim to drive multiple agents
to achieve prescribed constraints on their states. Depending on the sensing capability and
the interaction topology of agents, a variety of formation control problems have been studied
in the literature over the past two decades [164, 165, 166, 104, 167, 168, 159, 169, 170, 171,
172, 173, 121, 174, 175, 176].

Based on the aforementioned set of state-of-the-art studies, it is possible to assess and
categorize the main relevant variables for formation control as depicted in table 2.

The combination of these controlled variables gave rise to several formation control ap-
proaches. In the early beginnings of the 21th century, the �rst approaches focused mainly in
potential �elds with attractive and repulsive behaviours, as presented in Koren et al.[177]
and Balch et al.[178] works. This initial trend got popular due to the obstacle avoidance
capabilities of the methods (typically modelled as repulsive forces). In 2001, Yamaguchi et
al. [179] also used potential attractive vectors in a planar dimension formalizing a group
formation approach solely based on local feedback, such as the relative position and orien-
tation of the other agents. However, the authors pointed out that this approach would be
unstable in certain situations, especially when robots estimate di�erent relative distances
between measurements, causing an endless motion in the formation.

Another methodology of the potential �eld approach was presented in Balch et al.[180]
paper, inspired in molecules biologic behaviours as "social potentials". In this behavior-
based method, the closest agent is attracted to the formation instead of being attracted
towards a particular location, like the molecular crystal formation, wherein molecules are
drawn to attachment sites arranged with respect of their neighbours. In the same line,
Gayle et al.[181] presented a new method to compute collision free paths for multiple robots
using local coordination constraints. A social potential �eld was applied to a convex and
non-convex polyhedra, integrated into the physics-based dynamics motion planning. The
limitations referred in this approach is the inability to guarantee that the robot �nds the
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path, even if one exists, by falling in a local minimum. Similarly, Monteiro et al.[182] pub-
lished a study based on matrix displacement using attractor dynamics to formation control.
By performing real experiments, the authors addressed some issues with respect to occlusion
and missing sensory information (e.g. follower temporarily does not see its leader), pointing
out the importance of group relative position in the global frame coordinates, though local
minimum was still an unsolved problem. To minimize the local minimum issue, Nascimento
et al.[183] proposed a nonlinear model predictive formation control, using as well poten-
tial functions, by penalizing the proximity with neighbours and obstacles with a potential
repulsive barrier. These authors used a switching approach implemented inside the task
formation, which is replaced by a controller with a modi�ed path planning algorithm[184].
Rezaee et al.[185] adopted a similar approach, where a rotational repulsive potential �eld
was applied to avoid falling in local minimum positions.

Other works in arti�cial potential functions were described in Hernandez et al. [170]
survey. While simple attractive and repulsive behaviours have worked for a wide range
of applications, including swarm robotics [186, 187], leader-follower approaches have been
adopted by many authors to solve speci�c MRS applications.

For instance, in 2004, Takahashi et al.[102] stated the relevance of this leader following
strategy in formation control, proposing a centralized algorithm to control a de�ned num-
ber of robots, without taking into account the initial deployment of the agents. However,
real robots were unable to completely avoid obstacles, which is expected under centralized
approaches that require a high level of data exchange between agents that cannot be guaran-
teed in real-world scenarios. Alternative approaches were proposed to tackle this and other
issues, combining leader{follower with consensus-based estimation approaches, as presented
by Ren et al.[103]. The proposed distributed formation control architecture accommodates
an arbitrary number of group leaders and arbitrary information 
ow among agents, namely
about the neighbours position. Approaches with multiple group leaders and an e�cient
inter-robot coupling are less prone to failures in the presence of limited information ex-
change within the formation, though consensus might be hard to achieve, as described in
Ren et al.[104, 188] works.

Alternatively to leader-following, virtual structures (VS) have also been applied, for
instance, Tan et al. [189] consider a group of robots which maintain a rigid geometric
between each neighbour and to a frame of reference, as well as, presented in [190] work. The
fundamental technique behind the VS is consider the formation as a pre-de�ned shape like
a rigid body, and with the main objective to minimise the position error between all VS and
maintain de�ned formation position.

Behaviour-based formation control was �rst proposed by [178]. It solves the formation
control problem by using a hybrid vector-weighted control function, which is able to generate
the control command based upon various kinds of formation missions.

Other interesting approaches have been presented very recently, including a few authors
tackling some adaptive methods to solve motion coordinating problems [191, 105, 192], as
it will be presented in more detail in the next section.

As it was possible to identi�ed in the aforementioned approaches, they reveal several
weaknesses and commonly focus in the same methodologies. For instance, [193] presents a
general architecture following a hierarchical three layers model, as it is possible to observe
in Figure 12, the task management layer, the path planning layer and the task execution
layer.

ˆ Task management layer: allocates missions to individual agents based upon the
criteria of maximizing overall performance and minimizing the mission time.;

ˆ Path planning layer: This layer generate a feasible trajectories for the formation, ac-
cording to mission requirements. Therefore, this layer is divided in three sub-modules,
more speci�cally the real-time trajectory modi�cation module, the data acquisition
module and the cooperative path planning module. Among them, the cooperative
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path planning module is the central point of the system and determines the optimised
path for each agent. Since a number of uncertainties may occur along the trajectory
in real world applications, the real-time trajectory modi�cation module is added to
the system to be able to avoid obstacles.

ˆ Task execution layer: Generated paths will then be passed down to the task exe-
cution layer, which has the direct connection with the robot actuators and generates
the control commands.;

In order to improve system performance, real-time information, for instance the agent
position and velocity, is provided to the higher layer to modify the trajectory, which generates
a closed loop.

For last, it is important to applied the appropriated formations terminologies and def-
initions used in MRS. [166] present a interesting survey describing several paradigms, by
analysing and compare, in detail, formation hierarchies, congregations, congregations, teams,
coalitions, federations, societies, markets, among other organizations types.

Table 2, summarizes some of the main approaches in the state-of-the-art, during the
recent years. Among di�erent features presented in the table, we consider the following ones
to be the most relevant: all system will be deployed in ROS environment; the approach most
be suitable to operate in 3 dimensional workspace, tackling the problem using a decentralized
method, able to deal with dynamic uncertainties, such as obstacle avoidance. In terms of
experiments, �rstly it will be deploy in simulation environment and then supported with
real �eld experiments.
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Figure 12: Multi-robot formation example architecture, from Liu et al. work.
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Variable Description

Distance/Range
The most used variable in formation control, that provides the inter-
agents distance relation of neighbours with respect their own local coor-
dinate systems.

Orientation
This metric is commonly combined with other variables presented in
this table. It is able to supply the methods with the orientation of the
individual agents to teammates, group centroids and goals.

Displacement
This variable provides a sense of relative displacement of the neighbours
with respect to the global coordinate system.

Position

This variable is similar to displacement. However, it di�ers in the base
reference coordinate system. The agents sense their own position to
the global coordinate system, i.e., they are aware and able to localize
themselves in the global frame (typically used when global positioning
systems are available).

Collision avoid-
ance

Usually this variable is designated as a constrain in the literature, be
considered in most studies. This represent a static or dynamic constrain-
agent (i.e. neighbour, teammate, obstacle) located in the global coordi-
nate system.

Communication
connectivity

This parameter is also presented as a constrain to the formation control
approach. It is usually addressed when communication infrastructures
are unavailable, in order to maintain the network connectivity. A typical
approach include set of rules imposed by the group in relative and global
system coordination.

Table 2: Main types of controlled variables in Formation control methods.

5.2.2 Adaptive Methods Applied to Motion Coordination

As is possible to verify from the current state-of-the-art, formation control algorithms are
often not adaptive and require a high parameterization and tuning. However, some authors
like [191], [105] and [192], propose a decentralized adaptive control approaches to solve
the consensus problem of multi-agent systems. Also by adopting adaptive neural network
schemes it was possible to counteracted the e�ect of some environment disturbances in real
world applications. However, the collision avoidance problem is not considered, as well as
dynamic uncertainties. Moreover, the 3D workspace capability stated, it was consider just
as a �xed frame applied to multiple robotic manipulators.

Another active research group, that have been continuously working in this �eld, is
Alonso et al., by adopting several combined methods, as shown in their studies [106, 194,
107, 108, 195]. The authors presented decentralized approaches with a capability to deal
with static and dynamic obstacles environments in 3D workspaces. The followed strategy
was based on a sequential convex optimization approach to compute a convex region in free
position-time space and on non-convex optimization methods to compute the con�guration
of the team of robots with obstacle avoidance constraints [109, 196]. However, in their last
work it was stated that deadlocks may arise due to disagreements occurring when each robot
computes an independent global path [108].

More recently, some authors like [197], started to apply combined methods with rein-
forcement learning (Deep Double Q-Networks (DDQN) and Proximal Policy Optimization
(PPO)) and behavior-based to formation control, by optimizing the reward function it is
possible to modify the entire dynamics of the group [197]. The authors, in this work it
was deployed a team of 3 robots along several scenarios blocked with �xed obstacles, with
de�ned starting points and goals. It was possible to verify, that best performance results
in these experiments, were mostly in situations which did not change between the layout of
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environment. These results were achieved, by tune the reward function, and consequently
the robots were able to increased the level of con�dence reached the goals faster, by avoid-
ing the obstacles and increasing the navigation speed. However, the work suggest that the
hidden layers of deep reinforcement learning models are helpful in complex experiments,
but computationally costly and in most simple experiments, the addition of a hidden layer
was not bene�cial. Furthermore, the performed experiments were in simulation and did not
consider the dynamic uncertainties.

Arti�cial neural network (ANN), such as the self-organising map (SOM), have also been
considered to address multi-task allocation for unmanned vehicles. For example, Zhu et
al. [110] used the SOM approach to plan tasks for multi-AUV systems and develop a
velocity synthesis method for path planning according to the assigned tasks. In [111], the
authors incorporated a biologically inspired neural network (BINN) into the task-allocation
algorithm to address the dynamics constraints of the robot when generating the path. More
recently, and still the same authors [112, 3], presented a new study, this time considering
the orientation of the AUVs as well, which resulted in an improved path planning taking in
consideration the kinematics of the AUV. Also, [198] work apply a SOM-based approach,
to formation tracking. During the formation there is not de�ned a leader neither a follower,
all group are treated equally. The desired locations are set as input vectors of SOM neural
network. Self-organizing competitive calculations are carried out with workload balance
taken into account. Output vectors of the SOM network are the corresponding AUVs'
coordinates, so that a group of AUVs are controlled to reach the designated locations.
Bucknall et al. [113] expanded the utilisation of the SOM to USV platforms, additionally
integrating a potential �eld approach to achieve improved collision avoidance. A di�erent
research group, though still within the same line of research, was presented by [199], who
applied the SOM for AUV systems and have speci�cally investigated SOM application in
data collection missions.

However, in presented approaches were performed with ideal conditions and without
consider dynamic uncertainties, focusing in a speci�c environment aerial or aquatic, among
the other limitations referred in this section. This give us the opportunity to improve in
this line of research, by applying these recent SOM-based approaches as a starting point.

In the same line of the previous comparative table, it was created a new table (Table 3)
but this time focusing the main research works using adaptive methods. For this research,
we consider the following features the most relevant to be achieved during this work. The
approach will be based in SOM, able to deal with obstacle avoidance and dynamic uncertain,
in a certain 3 dimensional workspace focused in the formation coordination problem. In
terms of experiments, we intent to deploy our approach in real �eld experiments.
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5.2.3 Self-Organizing Map (SOM)

Self-organizing map (SOM), it is highly used for clustering information from big data, as
a type of arti�cial neural network (ANN) it categorised as a self-organizing method. It is
di�erentiated from other ANN as is trained using unsupervised competitive learning, instead
error-correction learning. SOM use a neighborhood function to preserve the topological
properties of the input space. Also, by using this method it is possible to to produce a low-
dimensional, two dimensions typically, by discretizing the representation of the input space
of the training samples, called a map, and is therefore a method compute dimensionality
reduction.

The SOM neural network method was �rst introduced by T. Kohonen in the 1980s
and extended later [200, 201, 202]. It is based on the idea that there is a special order of
processing units in the mammalian brain. Each unit is dedicated to a speci�c task and each
group of neurons is sensitive to a particular type of input signals. The units are determined
by parameters that can be changed in certain processes to produce meaningful organizations.
This algorithm soon became a valuable tool and was used to solve many kinds of problems.
In recent years, this method has been applied to solve task assignment problems and control
of multi-robot systems [203].

In summary SOM approach, recognizes each point in the data set by competing for
representation in the map. This competitive representation is initialized by randomly sample
a vector and update the map of weight vectors. It is computed each weight that best
represents that sample. Each weight vector has neighboring weights that are close to it,
then the weight that is chosen is rewarded by being able to become more like that randomly
selected sample vector. The neighbors of that weight are also rewarded by being able to
become more like the chosen sample vector.

5.3 Preliminary Approach

In an early stage of this project, potential �elds were considered as a preliminary formation
tracking approach, as described in the following section. From there it was possible to
identify a series of drawbacks, which subsequently led us to the SOM-based method.

5.3.1 Potential Field

The developed preliminary MRS formation control was based on the Potential Field [177]
method with attractive behaviour in regards to the center of mass of the group, commonly
designated in the literature as centroid [204]. In this work, the formation control algorithm
follows solely the principles of attractive forces, in which the behaviour of each robotn
follows a system of di�erence equations (1):

(
vn [t] = � k:(xn [t] � x t n [t])
xn [t + 1] = xn [t] + vn [t]

(1)

wherein k assigns weight to the convergence rate, withk>0. vn [t] and xn [t] represents
the velocity and position vector of robot n, respectively. While jj vn [t] jj is limited to the
maximum allowed velocity of Vmax for robots, i.e.,jj vn [t] jj� Vmax , xn [t] depends on the
scenario dimensions. In the beginning, robots' velocities are set to zero (vn [t] = 0) and
their position is randomly set within the boundaries of the scenario (Algorithm 1). x t n [t] is
the target position for robot n computed as the minimum Euclidean distance between its
current position and the desired target positions.

To easily �nd the target position of a given robot n, an Euclidean distance matrix
Ec = [ eij ] 2 RN R � N T

> 0 , with R > 0 as a set of positive real numbers, can be calculated based
on the Euclidean distance between allNR robots to all NT targets, as (2):

eij = jj x i [t] � x j i [t] jj (2)

31



In this work, we assume that the number of robots and the number of targets are the
same, NR = NT . The target of a given robot n will then be the one with the smallest
Euclidean distance ((3)):

tn = arg min
t 2 N T

en;t (3)

It is noteworthy that the size of the vectors ($ ) depends on the dimensionalityR of
the physical space being explored, e.g.,$ = 2 for planar problems and $ = 3 for three-
dimensional problems. This work considers the formation control of surface robots, thus
de�ning $ = 2.

Matlab was used in a �rst stage due to its simplicity in testing the algorithm. Algorithm
1 presents the overview of the method as pseudo-code:

Algorithm 1: Method overview for formation control in MRS.

de�ne n robots;
initialize robot poses and velocities; // Seeded by random numbers [xmin ; xmax ]
while de�ned iterations do

i. Calculate the Euclidean distance matrix (eq. (2));
ii. Compute individual cost function as the smallest Euclidean distance (eq. (3));
iii. Update robot velocity if over velocity thresholdthen

establish min/max threshold (eq. (1));
end
iv. Update robot position (eq. (1));
v. Publish a new pose to each robot;

end

Figure 13 presents the visual validation of the implemented method. It is possible to
verify a blue shape, where the vertices represents the desire position of all four robots,
forming the square type shape. Inside the blue shape area, it is shown the actual shape of
the robot formation, where the vertices represent the position of the robots. By following
the sequence in Figure 13a, we can observe the initial random deployment of the vertices,
originating that formation shape. After approximately 14 iterations (Fig. 13d) the group
reach the desire position and consequent formation shape.

A ROS node was developed as a second step,mrs formation control, made available in
the github repository. The Matlab code was then migrated to C++ language, subscribing
position topic ( /robot n/p3d odom) to feed the algorithm with actual pose of each robot, as
well as the goal pose of the centroid provided by a speci�c topic (/robot 0/mrs centroid/goal ),
computing the new pose by publishing a set of positions in the world map, in the topics
(/robot n/move basesimple/goal).

Aside from planning constraints, and as stated in the literature for complex environments,
the system cannot solely rely in potential �eld based approaches, due to the trap situations
caused by local minima (cyclic behavior), no passage between closely spaced obstacles,
oscillations in the presence of obstacles, and oscillations in narrow passages.Therefore, as
previously justi�ed, the key contribution intends to fall in a novel SOM-based method.
Next section presents the fundamental description of the SOM-based method to be consider
as a starting point and a future comparative method to benchmark with the upcoming
implementation of thisresearch.

5.3.2 SOM-based

As a preliminary implementation of a SOM-based approach it was followed the work of [3].
It will be consider as a starting point algorithm to be used as benchmark reference of the
upcoming improvements. For this implementation, it was used Matlab, but for future work
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(a) Initial deployment, iteration n= 1. (b) Converging to desire position, iteration n= 6

(c) Converging to desire position, iteration n= 10 (d) Final position, iteration n= 14

Figure 13: Sequence of method converge to desire positions. Blue square vertices represent-
ing the desire �nal formation, and interior black shape vertices the actual position.
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is indented to migrate to ROS framework, to be possible deploy in Gazebo simulation. In
Figure 14a, it is present the SOM-based neural network model followed and the mapping
relationship is shown in Fig. 14b. Initially, there are J robots randomly distributed in
the 3D workspace, whereJ 2 N + , however, we will consider a 2D workspace for this
implementation. L points are set at the key positions of the expected formation shape.

Figure 14: SOM neural network (a) structure and the (b) mapping relationship of the two
layers, presented in [3] work.

The �rst layer is the input layer, including L neurons, whereJ 2 N + . These neurons
represent the Cartesian coordinates of the points in the 2D workspace.T is a 2� L matrix
which denotes the coordinates of the target points as input neurons. Each input neuron
has three parameters (x l ; yl ) according to the coordinates of its corresponding point, where
l = 1 ; 2; :::; L . All the coordinates form the input dataset.

The second layer is the output layer. Neurons in the output layer represent the coordi-
nates of the robots and the corresponding path for each robot. Each neuron of the output
layer is fully connected to the neurons of the input layer. There areK neurons to establish
an optimal path for each robot, whereK 2 N + , resulting in K � J neurons. The connection
weight of each output neuron, i.e. the weight Wj k = ( x; y), is given by a 1 � 3 weight
vector, which is initialized as the coordinates of the initial robot position. The network is
initialized with the weight vector Rj k = Wj k = ( wj k x

; wj k yy
, where j = 1 ; 2; :::; J and k = 1.

Rj k changes with Wj k during every computation iteration. After the iterations, we get a
2 � J � K matrix R which denotes the coordinates of the output neurons, i.e., the trajec-
tories of the robots. The input data set is given sequentially to the network in a random
order, i.e., target coordinates are inputs of the network one by one until the last target.
This input strategy with the random order of the input data results in the robustness of
the algorithm and reduces its dependence on initial workspace con�guration. During this
process of formation, the visiting sequence of the points is gradually worked out, and the
points would attract output neurons to form a formation for the robots. The iterations end
until all of the robots reach the desired points.

In order to deploy the following approach, a pseudo-code, also described in Algorithm 2
presents main steps of this implementation:

ˆ Winner Selection and Neighborhood Function Design: The �rst step in the
SOM approach is to select the winner node. For an input neuron (the target point in
formation), the output neurons compete to become the winner node [203]. LetD kjl

be a weight value at a time instance related to Euclid distance between thej th AUV
neuron and lth input node neuron in the kth iteration. The neighborhood should be a
circle in 2D space with radius
 . The center of the neighborhood sphere is the winner
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Algorithm 2: SOM-based method implementation pseudo-code overview, follow-
ing the approach presented in [3] work.

Input:
De�ne number of robots nrobots ;
De�ne number of targets ntargets = nrobots ;
De�ne desire shape formationshape array = xypoints [] ;
Random initial position of robots rand(xyrob );
i. robot nrandom ! randomly select robotn ;
ii. compute euclidean distance() ! to all neurons;
iii. select winner neuron() ! from all candidates;
iv. compute neighborhood inf luence () ! winner and neighbor neurons;
v. update neural weights(xyrob );
if robotn < = Dmin then

xyrob = xy target ! goal reached;
end
Output:
Desire shapeD shape ;

node. The neighborhood function determines the in
uence of the input target on the
winner neuron and its neighbor nodes. The winner was put on the highest attractive
force, which diminishes as the distances of the neighbor neurons to the winner increase.

ˆ Strategy for Workload Balance of the robots: The bene�t of workload balance
control is that the energy consumption of each robot could be equalized, making use of
the robot team as a whole formation. Workload balance control is mainly determined
by the robots' actual moving length and the safety length preset.

ˆ Neural Weights Updating Function: After the winner neuron and its neighbors
are selected, the next step is to move the winner neuron and its neighbors toward the
input neuron (the target), whereas the other neurons stay still.

ˆ Formation Tracking Strategy: A virtual formation is assumed, which is totally
the same as the actual one. The virtual formation has the same key points as the real
formation and, when formation tracking is implemented, the virtual formation moves
�rst.

Figure 15 present the experimental results of the implemented approach.
In terms of parameters for this experiment, it was consider the following:

nrobots = 5;
ntargets = nrobots ;
Smax = 12;
S = 0 :2 � Smax ;
gama = 3;
mu = 5;
G0 = 0 :2;
Dmin = 0 :1;
accs = 0 :1;
accf = 1 :2;
alpha = accs � 0:5;

Where nrobots de�ne the number of robots in environment, ntargets the number of targets
to visit, Smax maximum allowed traveling length, S it is a safe distance where it can vary
between 20% and 80% fromSmax , gama de�ne the neighbourhood radius,mu and G0 is the
neighbourhood velocities coe�cient, Dmin its the stop threshold condition, where de�nes the
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