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(54) DISTANCE MEASURING DEVICE AND DISTANCE MEASURING METHOD

(57) Provided are a distance measuring device and
a distance measuring method which sufficiently suppress
distance detection accuracy degradation caused by de-
tection errors pertaining to a measurement subject,
thereby making high-accuracy measurement of the dis-
tance to the measurement subject that is imaged. First
to third region detection units (101 to 103) detect, from
images taken of the measurement subject, those region
images in a plurality of regions which are included in the
measurement subject and whose sizes are known. A rel-

ative error comparison unit (104) uses not only those
image sizes, D1 to D3, in a plurality of regions which are
detected by the region detection units (101 to 103), but
also information regarding sizes which are known in a
plurality of regions, to select the region image size that
minimizes relative errors d1/D1, d2/D2, and d3/D3, which
are ratios pertaining to image sizes D1, D2, and D3, and
to errors, d1, d2, and d3, included in the image sizes,
respectively. A distance estimation unit (105) uses the
selected region image size to calculate the distance to
the measurement subject.
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Description

Technical Field

[0001] The present invention relates to a distance measuring apparatus and distance measuring method that measure
a distance to an object using a photographic image.

Background Art

[0002] The idea has heretofore been conceived of imaging a road situation by means of a camera installed in a vehicle,
and supporting driving and/or controlling the vehicle based on an image captured thereby.
[0003] In this case, it is extremely important to detect an object such as a road traffic sign, notice board, traffic signal,
or the like, present in an image captured by the camera by executing predetermined processing on the image, and
measure the distance between the detected object and the camera.
[0004] In general, the distance between a camera and an object (object distance) can be found by means of equation
1 below. 

[0005] Here, the actual object size is the actual size of an object, the pixel pitch is the size of one pixel of an imaging
element (CCD, CMOS, or the like), and the number of object pixels is the number of pixels by which the object is displayed.
That is to say, "pixel pitch � number of object pixels" represents the image size of an object. The focal length and pixel
pitch are camera specification characteristics, and are normally fixed values or known values of a particular camera.
[0006] The technologies disclosed in Patent Literature 1 and 2 are examples of technologies that measure the distance
between a camera and an object using the relationship in equation 1. The technology disclosed in Patent Literature 1
images road signs, traffic signals, or suchlike objects whose sizes have been unified according to a standard, and
measures the distance to an object based on the size of an object in an image.
[0007] The technology disclosed in Patent Literature 2 images a vehicle number plate, measures the size of characters
on the number plate in the image, and measures the distance from the camera to the vehicle by comparing the size of
the measured characters with the size of a known character decided according to a standard.
[0008] Also, in Patent Literature 3, a position recording apparatus is disclosed whereby accurate position recording
of an object can be performed by taking into account object detection error. In Patent Literature 3, a vehicle’s own position
is measured using a GPS or suchlike positioning apparatus, and when the relative positions (relative distance and relative
direction) of an object and the vehicle are calculated from a photographic image, error occurs in measurement of the
vehicle’s own position or calculation of the relative positions. Consequently, a technology is disclosed whereby maximum
error is compared for a plurality of points at which an object is detected, and position information of an object captured
at a point at which maximum error is smallest is recorded.

Citation List

Patent Literature

[0009]

PTL 1
Japanese Patent Application Laid-Open No. HEI 8-219775
PTL 2
Japanese Patent Application Laid-Open No. 2006-329776
PTL 3
Japanese Patent Application Laid-Open No. 2006-330908



EP 2 439 491 A1

3

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

Summary of Invention

Technical Problem

[0010] However, in the technologies disclosed in Patent Literature 1 and Patent Literature 2, detection error when an
object is detected from an image is not taken into account. More particularly, when an object such as a road sign or a
number plate of a vehicle ahead is imaged by a vehicle-mounted camera, the object is often tens of meters away from
the vehicle-mounted camera, and therefore an object in an image is small in size. As a result, relative error, which is the
ratio between image size and error included in image size, is large. As this relative error increases in size, distance
measurement accuracy degrades.
[0011] FIG.1 shows an example in which a speed limit sign is detected from an actual vehicle-mounted camera image.
FIG.1A is a vehicle-mounted camera image, and FIG.1B shows the results of detecting a speed limit sign from virtually
consecutive frames, normalized to a 64�64 size. As shown in FIG.1B, even if an actual distance of movement of a
vehicle is small, there is great variation in the image size of detected images due to environmental variations such as
changes in illumination and relative direction.
[0012] On the other hand, in the technology disclosed in Patent Literature 3, object detection error is taken into account,
but only maximum error is taken into account as a theoretical value, and actual detection error is not taken into account.
Also, since maximum error is fixed for each measurement position, this is in effect the same as selecting an optimal
position, and the influence of illumination variation and so forth is not taken into account. That is to say, it is difficult to
sufficiently suppress degradation of distance detection accuracy due to object detection error.
[0013] It is an object of the present invention to provide a distance measuring apparatus and distance measuring
method that sufficiently suppress degradation of distance detection accuracy due to object detection error, and measure
the distance to an imaged object with a high degree of accuracy.

Solution to Problem

[0014] One aspect of a distance measuring apparatus of the present invention employs a configuration having: a
region image detection section that detects, from a captured image of an object, region images of a plurality of regions
that are included in the object and whose sizes are known; a relative error comparison section that uses image sizes of
the plurality of regions detected by the region image detection section, and information regarding sizes that are known
in the plurality of regions, to select a region image size that minimizes relative error that is a ratio between the image
size and error included in the image size; and a distance estimation section that uses the selected region image size to
estimate the distance to the object.

Advantageous Effects of Invention

[0015] The present invention can sufficiently suppress degradation of distance detection accuracy due to object de-
tection error, and measure the distance to an imaged object with a high degree of accuracy.

Brief Description of Drawings

[0016]

FIG.1 is a drawing showing how a speed limit sign is detected from an actual vehicle-mounted camera image;
FIG.2 is a drawing showing speed limit signs;
FIG.3 is a block diagram showing the configuration of a distance measuring apparatus according to Embodiment 1
of the present invention;
FIG.4 is a flowchart showing the processing procedure in the relative error comparison section shown in FIG.3;
FIG.5 is a drawing in which the four detection results shown in F1G.1B are represented by binary images;
FIG.6 is a block diagram showing the configuration of a distance measuring apparatus according to Embodiment 2
of the present invention;
FIG.7 is a drawing showing relative error probability density distributions;
FIG.8 is a drawing showing relative error probability density distributions;
FIG.9 is a block diagram showing the configuration of a distance measuring apparatus according to Embodiment 3
of the present invention;
FIG.10 is a drawing showing images of a stop sign captured at night; and
FIG.11 is a drawing showing a number plate.
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Description of Embodiments

[0017] Now, embodiments of the present invention will be described in detail with reference to the accompanying
drawings.

(Embodiment 1)

[0018] FIG.2A is a drawing showing a speed limit sign. In this drawing, the circular outer frame of a sign is taken as
a first region, the circular inner frame is taken as a second region, and a rectangular frame surrounding left numeral "5"
or right numeral "0" is defined as a third region. FIG.2B shows a binary image of FIG.2A. Below, the speed limit sign
shown in FIG.2 will be described as an example.

[1] Overall configuration

[0019] FIG.3 is a block diagram showing the configuration of distance measuring apparatus 100 according to Embod-
iment 1 of the present invention. Distance measuring apparatus 100 is installed in an automobile or suchlike vehicle,
and inputs image information (a binary image) to first through third region detection sections 101 through 103. Image
information is an image of vehicle surroundings captured in real time by a camera installed in a vehicle.
[0020] First through third region detection sections 101 through 103 detect each region corresponding to a speed limit
sign from input image information, count the number of pixels of a detected region, and output the counted numbers of
pixels to relative error comparison section 104 as measured image sizes D1 through D3.
[0021] Specifically, first region detection section 101 detects the outer circle of the speed limit sign in FIG.2B as a first
region, second region detection section 102 detects the inner circle of the speed limit sign in FIG.2B as a second region,
and third region detection section 103 detects a numeral of the speed limit sign in FIG.2B as a third region. Here, as is
clear from FIG.2B, the relationship "outer circle image size > inner circle image size > numeral image size (for example,
left-hand numeral 5 outer frame size)" applies, and therefore the relationship "D1>D2>D3" should apply.
[0022] Relative error comparison section 104 uses image sizes D1, D2, and D3 of a plurality of regions detected by
first, second, and third region detection sections 101, 102, and 103, and information regarding sizes that are known in
a plurality of regions, to select a region image size that minimizes relative errors d1/D1, d2/D2, and d3/D3, which are
ratios between image sizes D1, D2, and D3, and errors d1, d2, and d3 included in image sizes D1, D2, and D3.
[0023] Distance estimation section 105 uses the image size selected by relative error comparison section 104 to
estimate the distance to the object. To be more specific, distance estimation section 105 estimates the distance to the
object by applying the image size output from relative error comparison section 104 to the number of object pixels in
above equation 1.

[2] Processing using relative error

[0024] Here, processing will be described that uses relative error to select an image size of a region to be used in
distance calculation.
[0025] First through third region true image sizes C1 through C3 are expressed as shown in equations 2 below using
measured image sizes D1 through D3 and measured errors d1 through d3. 

[0026] C1 through C3 and d1 through d3 are unknown values. Since C1 through C3 are proportional to a standardized
object size, the relationships in equations 3 below apply. 
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[0027] Here, k21 and k23 are known constants. That is to say, from any one of C1 through C3, relative error comparison
section 104 can calculate the other two. Below, it is assumed that C1 though C3 generally correspond to the same
distance Z.
[0028] If distances calculated from D1, D2, and D3 are designated Z+z1, Z+z2, and Z+z3, respectively, the relationships
in equations 4 below are found from the relationship between object distance and image size. Here, z1, z2, and z3 are
distance errors when image size errors d1, d2, and d3 are included. 

[0029] This shows that relative errors of an image size of each region are equal to relative errors of calculated distances,
respectively. Therefore, minimizing relative error enables the accuracy of a calculated distance to be improved. However,
since C1 through C3 and d1 through d3 are unknown, the true value of relative error cannot be found.
[0030] Thus, the present inventor found a method whereby an image size that minimizes relative error is found by
using information regarding sizes that are known in a plurality of regions, and the accuracy of a calculated distance is
improved by performing distance calculation using that image size. In actuality, in this embodiment, information regarding
size ratios that are known in a plurality of regions, such as shown in equations 3, is used as information regarding sizes
that are known in a plurality of regions.
[0031] The reason for using relative error is as follows. Namely, if selection of an image size that minimizes error is
attempted by comparing absolute errors, since absolute error is necessarily smaller for a region with a smaller image
size, the smaller the image size of a region, the likelier it is to be selected as an image used in distance calculation.
Since distance measuring apparatus 100 uses relative error as in this embodiment, an image size suitable for use in
distance calculation can be selected on an equitable basis, regardless of the size of a region.
[0032] In this embodiment, the following three methods are included as ways of finding an image size that minimizes
relative error.

[2-1] Method 1: Using a relative error sum minimization rule

[0033] Relative error comparison section 104 uses measured image sizes D1 through D3 output from first through
third region detection sections 101 through 103, and first through third region measured errors d1 through d3, to calculate
relative error sum d1/D1+d2/D2+d3/D3. Then relative error comparison section 104 finds an image size that minimizes
this relative error sum d1/D1+d2/D2+d3/D3, determines that that image size is an image size suitable for use in distance
calculation, and sends that image size to distance estimation section 105.
[0034] Specifically, relative error comparison section 104 finds an image size that minimizes this relative error sum
d1/D1+d2/D2+d31D3 by means of the following kind of procedure.
[0035]

(i) First, it is assumed that C2 is a certain value. Normally, as can be seen from the relationship in FIG.2B, C2 is
within the range [D3, D1], and therefore the assumed C2 value is set within the range [D3, D1].
(ii) The assumed C2 is then used in equations 3 to calculate the values of C1 and C3.
(iii) Next, the values of d1, d2, and d3 are calculated using the values of C1 through C3, the values of D1 through
D3, and equations 2.
(iv) Relative error sum d1/D1+d2/D2+d3/D3 is then calculated.

[0036] Relative error comparison section 104 varies the value of C2 assumed in (i) above within the range [D3, D1],
determines a value of C2 that minimizes the relative error sum obtained in (iv) above to be an optimal image size for
distance calculation, and outputs that value of C2 to distance estimation section 105.
[0037] A more specific example of processing using this relative error sum minimization rule will now be described
using FIG.4. In FIG.4, in step ST 201 first through third region detection sections 101 through 103 acquire first through
third region measured image sizes D1 through D3.
[0038] Next, in step ST 202, relative error comparison section 104 sets variation b that sequentially varies assumed
C2 by dividing the difference between acquired D3 and D1 into N equal parts. That is to say, relative error comparison
section 104 sets variation b using D3-D1=N�b.
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[0039] Next, in step ST 203, first, n is set to 0, and Emin, which is the minimum value of relative error sum E, is set
to ∞, as initial values. Then, in step ST 204, the assumed C2 value is set to C2=D3+n�b. In step ST 205, C1=k21�C2
and C3=k23�C2 are calculated using equations 3.
[0040] In step ST 206, measured errors d1 through d3 are calculated using equations 2, and in step ST 207, relative
error sum E (=d1/D1+d2/D2+d3/D3) is calculated.
[0041] In step ST 208, it is determined whether or not relative error sum E found in step ST 207 is less than minimum
value Emin up to that point, and if E is less than Emin (YES), the processing flow proceeds to step ST 209, whereas if
E is not less than Emin (NO), the processing flow proceeds to step ST 210.
[0042] In step ST 209, Emin is set to E calculated in step ST 207 and C2 at that time is set to the optimal C (Copt)
and temporarily stored. In step ST 210, it is determined whether or not n has reached N, and if n≠N (NO), the processing
flow proceeds to step ST 211, whereas if n=N (YES), the processing flow proceeds to step ST 212.
[0043] In step ST 211, n is incremented, and the processing flow returns to step ST 204.
[0044] In step ST 212, Copt stored in step ST 209 is decided upon as C2, and relative error comparison processing
is terminated.
[0045] In this way, a value of C2 that minimizes the relative error sum -- that is, an optimal image size for distance
calculation -- can be found.
[0046] In the above example, a case has been described in which an assumed C2 value is varied within the range
[D3, D1], and C2 that minimizes relative error sum d1/D1+d2/D2+d3/D3 is determined to be an optimal image size for
distance calculation. Provision may also be made for C1 or C3 to be assumed to be a certain value instead of C2 in the
above example, for the same kind of method as above to be used to determine a value of C1 or C3 that minimizes the
relative error sum to be an optimal image size for distance calculation, and for this value to be output to distance estimation
section 105.

[2-2] Method 2: Selecting the most accurate value from existing measured image sizes D1 through D3

[0047] In method 1, a method of finding an optimal C2 was described, whereas here, a method will be described
whereby an optimal C2 is not found, but the most accurate value is selected from existing measured image sizes D1
through D3.
[0048] First, relative error comparison section 104 assumes that d1=0, and sets C1=D1. Relative error comparison
section 104 also finds C2 and C3 by using size ratios that are known in a plurality of regions. For example, in the case
of FIG.2B, ratio C1/C2/C3 (identical in meaning to C1:C2:C3) for C1, C2, and C3 is uniquely decided as 60/40/23.5, and
therefore C2 and C3 are found from C1 using this ratio. Relative error comparison section 104 furthermore uses equations
2 to find d2 and d3. Then relative error comparison section 104 finds a relative error sum of other regions excluding one
region for which error is made 0. Here, relative error sum e1=d2/D2+d3/D3 is found as a relative error sum of other regions.
[0049] Similarly, relative error comparison section 104 assumes that d2=0, and sets C2=D2. Relative error comparison
section 104 also uses known ratio C1/C2/C3 to find C1 and C3 from C2, and furthermore finds d1 and d3. Then relative
error comparison section 104 finds relative error sum e2=d1/Dl+d3/D as a relative error sum of other regions.
[0050] In a similar way, relative error comparison section 104 also assumes that d3=0, and sets C3=D3. Relative error
comparison section 104 also uses known ratio C1/C2/C3 to find C1 and C2 from C3, and furthermore finds d1 and d2.
Then relative error comparison section 104 finds relative error sum e3=d1/D1+d2/D2 as a relative error sum of other
regions.
[0051] Relative error comparison section 104 detects the minimum value from among other-region relative error sums
e1 through e3 found in this way. Then an image size of a region for which error is made 0 when an other-region relative
error sum is smallest is selected as an image size of a region that minimizes relative error. For example, if e1 is the
smallest among other-region relative error sums e1 through e3, measured image size D1 is selected as a region image
size that minimizes relative error. Similarly, if e2 is the smallest among other-region relative error sums e1 through e3,
measured image size D2 is selected as a region image size that minimizes relative error.
[0052] Relative error comparison section 104 then determines selected measured image size D1, D2, or D3 to be an
optimal image size for distance calculation, and outputs selected measured image size D1, D2, or D3 to distance
estimation section 105.
[0053] An actual example will now be given. FIG.5 is a drawing in which the four detection results shown in FIG.1B
are represented by binary images. As measured image sizes D1 through D3, it is assumed that D1=64, D2=45, and
D3=26 are obtained in FIG.5A; D1=64, D2=57, and D3=33 are obtained in FIG.5B; D1=64, D2=47, and D3=31 are
obtained in FIG.5C; and D1=64, D2=59, and D3=43 are obtained in FIG.5D.
[0054] At this time, for FIGS.5A through 5D respectively, e1 through e3 are as shown in Table 1, and the measured
image size selected for object distance measurement are as shown in Table 1.
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[0055] The way in which e1=8.71 corresponding to FIG.5A is found in above Table 1 will now be described in detail.
Since D1=64, D2=45, and D3=26 in FIG.5A, and the proportional relationship of C1/C2/C3 is 60/40/23.5, if relative error
comparison section 104 assumes that d1=0 and sets C1=D1, C2=42.9 and C3=25 are found. Next, relative error com-
parison section 104 finds d2=|C2-D2|=|42.9-45|=2.1, and d3=|C3-D2|=|25-26|=1. As a result, it is found that
e1=d2/D2+d3/D3=2.1/45+1/26=4.71%+4%=8.71%

[2-3] Method 3: Minimizing maximum relative error

[0056] First, relative error comparison section 104 assumes that d1=0, and sets C1=D1. Then relative error comparison
section 104 finds d2/D2 and d3/D3, and selects the maximum value from among d1/D1, d2/D2, and d3/D3 (the maximum
relative error).
[0057] Similarly, relative error comparison section 104 selects the maximum relative error from among d1/D1, d2/D2,
and d3/D3 when d2=0 is assumed and C2=D2 is set. Also, similarly, relative error comparison section 104 selects the
maximum relative error from among d1/D1, d2/D2, and d3/D3 when d3=0 is assumed and C3=D3 is set.
[0058] Next, relative error comparison section 104 finds the smallest maximum relative error among the maximum
relative errors found for d1=0, d2=0, and d3=0, respectively. Then an image size of a region for which error is made 0
when this smallest maximum relative error is obtained is selected as a region image size that minimizes relative error.
For example, if the maximum relative error found for d1=0 is the smallest among maximum relative errors found for
d1=0, d2=0, and d3=0, respectively, measured image size D1 is selected as a region image size that minimizes relative
error. Similarly, if the maximum relative error found for d2=0 is the smallest among maximum relative errors found for
d1=0, d2=0, and d3=0, respectively, measured image size D2 is selected as a region image size that minimizes relative
error.
[0059] Relative error comparison section 104 then determines selected measured image size D1, D2, or D3 to be an
optimal image size for distance calculation, and outputs selected measured image size D1, D2, or D3 to distance
estimation section 105.
[0060] A case in which relative error comparison section 104 uses D1=64, D2=45, and D3=26 in FIG.5A will now be
described as an example. First, when relative error comparison section 104 assumes that d1=0 and sets C1=D1,
d2/D2=4.71% and d3/D3=4%. Thus, max(d1/D1, d2/D2, d3/D3)=max(0, 4.71, 4)=4.71% is found.
[0061] Next, when relative error comparison section 104 assumes that d2=0 and sets C2=D2, max(d1/D1, d2/D2,
d3/D3)=max(5.47, 0, 2.12)=5.47% is found. Similarly, when relative error comparison section 104 assumes that d3=0
and sets C3=D3, max(d1/D1, d2/D2, d3/D3)=max(3.59, 1.78, 0)=3.59% is found.
[0062] Then, since min(4.71, 5.47, 3.59)=3.59, measured image size D3 is selected as an image size to be used in
object distance calculation.

[3] Effects

[0063] As described above, according to this embodiment, by providing region detection sections 101 through 103
that detect, from a captured image of an object, region images of a plurality of regions that are included in the object
and whose sizes are known, relative error comparison section 302 that uses image sizes D1 through D3 of a plurality
of regions detected by region detection sections 101 through 103, and information regarding sizes that are known in the
plurality of regions, to select a region image size that minimizes relative error that is a ratio between the image size and
error included in the image size, and distance estimation section 105 that uses the selected region image size to estimate
the distance to the object, degradation of distance detection accuracy due to object detection error can be sufficiently
suppressed, and the distance to an imaged object can be measured with a high degree of accuracy.

[Table 1]

FIG.5(A) FIG.5(B) FIG.5(C) FIG.5(D)

el(d1=0) 8.71% 49.13% 28.25% 69.27%

e2(d2=0) 7.59% 35.5% 20.71% 57.33%

e3(d3=0) 5.37% 33.06% 35.65% 95.23%

SELECTED IMAGE SIZE D3 D3 D2 D2
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(Embodiment 2)

[0064] In Embodiment 2 of the present invention, a case is described in which probability density distributions of
relative errors d1/D1, d2/D2, and d3/D3 are used. These probability density distributions are found prior to actual distance
measurement as prior statistical knowledge.
[0065] The configuration of distance measuring apparatus 300 of this embodiment is shown in FIG.6, in which parts
corresponding to those in FIG.3 are assigned the same reference codes as in FIG.3.
[0066] Distance measuring apparatus 300 differs from distance measuring apparatus 100 of Embodiment 1 (FIG.3)
in that probability density distribution calculation section 301 has been added, and relative error comparison section 104
has been changed to relative error comparison section 302.
[0067] Probability density distribution calculation section 301 finds a probability density distribution as prior statistical
knowledge prior to actual distance measurement. Probability density distribution calculation section 301 inputs sample
image data, performs detection of first through third regions on a given number of samples by means of a predetermined
method, and obtains probability density distributions indicating relative error value distributions such as shown in FIG.
7 by comparing detection results with true values. FIG.7 is a drawing showing relative error probability density distributions
of relative error of first through third regions. In FIG.7, the horizontal axis represents relative error, and the vertical axis
represents probability density. Also, p1 represents a d1/D1 distribution, p2 a d2/D2 distribution, and p3 a d3/D3 distri-
bution. Probability density distribution calculation section 301 outputs probability density distributions p1 through p3
found beforehand in this way to relative error comparison section 302.
[0068] Relative error comparison section 302 uses image sizes D1 through D3 output from first through third region
detection sections 101 through 103, and information regarding sizes that are known in a plurality of regions, to calculate
relative errors d1/D1, d2/D2, and d3/D3.
[0069] These relative errors d1/D1, d2/D2, and d3/D3 can be found, for example, by performing the processing in (i)
through (iv) below.
[0070]

(i) First, it is assumed that C2 is a certain value. Normally, as can be seen from the relationship in FIG.2B, C2 is
within the range [D3, D1], and therefore the assumed C2 value is set within the range [D3, D1].
(ii) The assumed C2 is then used in equations 3 to calculate the values of C1 and C3.
(iii) Next, the values of d1, d2, and d3 are calculated using the values of C1 through C3, the values of D1 through
D3, and equations 2.
(iv) Relative errors d1/D1, d2/D2, and d3/D3 are then calculated.

[0071] Next, relative error comparison section 302 reads probability densities P1, P2, and P3 corresponding to relative
errors d1/D1, d2/D2, and d3/D3 from probability density distributions p1, p2, and p3 found as prior statistical knowledge
by probability density distribution calculation section 301. Relative error comparison section 302 then calculates relative
error probability density product P1�P2�P3 by multiplying together read probability densities P1, P2, and P3.
[0072] Relative error comparison section 302 varies the value of C2 assumed in (i) above within the range [D3, D1],
and calculates relative errors d1/D1, d2/D2, and d3/D3 corresponding thereto. Relative error comparison section 302
also reads new probability densities P1, P2, and P3 corresponding to calculated relative errors d1/D1, d2/D2, and d3/D3
from probability density distributions p1, p2, and p3, and calculates new relative error probability density product
P1�P2�P3.
[0073] Relative error comparison section 302 finds the smallest probability density product from among a plurality of
probability density products P1�P2�P3 calculated in this way. Then relative error comparison section 302 determines
a value of C2 that minimizes the probability density product to be an optimal image size for distance calculation, and
outputs that value of C2 to distance estimation section 105.
[0074] As described above, according to this embodiment, a region image size that minimizes relative errors d1/D1,
d2/D2, and d3/D3 is selected using relative error probability density distributions for a plurality of regions in addition to
image sizes D1 through D3 of a plurality of regions detected by detection sections 101 through 103 and information
regarding sizes that are known in a plurality of regions. That is to say, whereas in Embodiment 1 an optimal region image
size is selected based on a relative error sum, in this embodiment an optimal region image size is selected based on a
relative error probability density product. By this means, degradation of distance detection accuracy due to object detection
error can be sufficiently suppressed in the same way as in Embodiment 1, and the distance to an imaged object can be
measured with a higher degree of accuracy.
[0075] If it is difficult to find a probability density distribution directly, a probability density distribution can be found
approximately using a relative error maximum value. Specifically, if maximum values g1, g2, and g3 in relative errors
d1/D1, d2/D2, and d3/D3 are acquired by means of sampling statistics or theoretical estimation, probability density
distributions can be set as shown in FIG.8A or FIG.8B. FIG.8A shows an example in which a probability density distribution
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is set on the assumption that the probability density distribution is uniform between positive and negative maximum
values. In this case, a probability density distribution height value is calculated so that a predetermined rectangular area
(integral sum) is 1, FIG.8B shows an example in which positive and negative relative error maximum value probability
densities are set to 0, and a probability density distribution maximum value corresponding to relative error 0 is calculated
so that a predetermined rectangular area (integral sum) is 1. Thereafter, a distance can be calculated using an above
acquired approximate probability density distribution.

(Embodiment 3)

[0076] In Embodiment 3 of the present invention, a method is described whereby a camera parameter such as camera
exposure is controlled, and each region of a road sign or the like is detected with a higher degree of accuracy.
[0077] The configuration of distance measuring apparatus 400 of this embodiment is shown in FIG.9, in which parts
corresponding to those in FIG.3 are assigned the same reference codes as in FIG.3.
[0078] Distance measuring apparatus 400 differs from distance measuring apparatus 100 of Embodiment 1 (FIG.3)
in being additionally provided with region quality determination section 401, camera parameter control section 402, and
storage section 403.
[0079] Region quality determination section 401 determines the imaging quality of each region output from first through
third region detection sections 101 through 103, decides a region that should be re-detected in the next frame, and
outputs information indicating a decided region to camera parameter control section 402.
[0080] Camera parameter control section 402 estimates optimal imaging conditions for a region that should be re-
detected output from region quality determination section 401, and sets a camera parameter -- for example, aperture,
focus, sensitivity, or the like -- for the camera so that these optimal imaging conditions are achieved.
[0081] Storage section 403 performs multi-frame comparisons of regions output from first through third region detection
sections 101 through 103, and stores a captured image with the best imaging quality for each region. Here, it is necessary
to take distance variation due to the imaging time into consideration. It is desirable for a short frame image imaging
interval to be set in order to minimize distance variation between frames.
[0082] As described above, the present invention detects a plurality of regions from an image and performs distance
measurement using images of the detected plurality of regions, and therefore the higher the imaging quality of each
region, the higher is the accuracy of distance measurement. However, imaging conditions for improving imaging quality
may differ for each region.
[0083] FIG.10 is a drawing showing images of a stop sign captured at night. FIG.10A is a high-exposure image in
which the outer frame of the sign is clear against the background, but it is extremely difficult to identify the text within
the area of the sign. On the other hand, FIG.10B is a low-exposure image in which it is difficult to detect the outer frame
of the sign, but the text within the area of the sign can be identified comparatively easily. If the outer frame of the sign
is taken as a first region and the frame of each character as a second region, as shown in FIG.10C, high exposure is
suitable for detecting the first region, and conversely, low exposure is suitable for detecting a second region. Having
camera parameter control section 402 control a camera parameter such as exposure according to each region in this
way enables the imaging quality of each region to be improved.
[0084] Thus, in this embodiment, region quality determination section 401 determines the imaging quality of a plurality
of regions, and decides a region that should be re-detected in the next frame. Then a camera parameter suitable for a
region that should be re-detected is set by camera parameter control section 402, and the camera captures a next-frame
image. By this means, a high-quality region image is stored in storage section 403 for each region.
[0085] Relative error comparison section 104 and distance estimation section 105 use a high-quality region image
stored in storage section 403 to perform the processing described in Embodiment 1 or Embodiment 2. By this means,
degradation of distance detection accuracy due to object detection error can be suppressed to a greater extent, and the
distance to an imaged object can be measured with a higher degree of accuracy.
[0086] In the above embodiments, road signs have been described by way of example, but the present invention is
not limited to this, and a vehicle number plate may also be used, for example. Detecting a vehicle number plate enables
the distance to a vehicle ahead to be measured, for example. FIG.11 is a drawing showing four regions of a number
plate. If the first through third regions in FIG.11 are taken as D1, D2, and D3 of Embodiment 1, the distance to the number
plate -- that is, the vehicle ahead -- can be measured with a high degree of accuracy using the method described in
Embodiment 1. It is also possible for distance measuring apparatus 400 to take the first, second, and fourth regions in
FIG.11 as D1, D2, and D3 of Embodiment 1.
[0087] Also, in the above embodiments, first through third regions are detected, but the present invention is not limited
to this, and provision may also be made for four or more regions to be detected, for the image sizes of these four regions
and known size information to be used to select a region image size that minimizes relative error, and for the selected
region image size to be used to estimate the distance to an object. Processing performed when four or more regions
are used in this way is basically the same as when three regions are used (as in the above embodiments), the only
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difference being that the number of regions is increased.
[0088] The disclosure of Japanese Patent Application No.2009-134225, filed on June 3, 2009, including the specifi-
cation, drawings and abstract, is incorporated herein by reference in its entirety.

Industrial Applicability

[0089] The present invention is suitable for use in a distance measuring apparatus that measures distances to road
signs, traffic signals, or suchlike objects, for example, whose sizes have been unified according to a standard.

Reference Signs List

[0090]

101 First region detection section
102 Second region detection section
103 Third region detection section
104, 302 Relative error comparison section
105 Distance estimation section
301 Probability density distribution calculation section
401 Region quality determination section
402 Camera parameter control section
403 Storage section

Claims

1. A distance measuring apparatus comprising:

a region image detection section that detects, from a captured image of an object, region images of a plurality
of regions that are included in said object and whose sizes are known;
a relative error comparison section that uses image sizes of said plurality of regions detected by said region
image detection section, and information regarding sizes that are known in said plurality of regions, to select a
region image size that minimizes relative error that is a ratio between said image size and error included in said
image size; and
a distance estimation section that uses said selected region image size to estimate a distance to said object.

2. The distance measuring apparatus according to claim 1, wherein said relative error comparison section uses a size
ratio that is known between said plurality of regions.

3. The distance measuring apparatus according to claim 1, wherein said relative error comparison section finds a
relative error sum that is a sum of relative errors of each region, and selects an image size of a region that minimizes
said relative error sum.

4. The distance measuring apparatus according to claim 1, wherein said relative error comparison section selects a
region image size that minimizes said relative error sum by performing following processing (i) through (iii):

(i) assuming said error of any one of said plurality of regions to be 0, and sequentially changing a region for
which said error is assumed to be 0;
(ii) finding said relative error sum of another region excluding one region for which said error is assumed to be
0 under a condition of said (i); and
(iii) finding by making said error in which region 0 a relative error sum of said (ii) is minimized, and selecting a
region image size for which said error is made 0 when that relative error sum is minimized as a region image
size that minimizes said relative error.

5. The distance measuring apparatus according to claim 1, wherein said relative error comparison section selects a
region image size that minimizes said relative error, using a probability density distribution of said relative error for
said plurality of regions, prepared as prior statistical knowledge, in addition to image sizes of said plurality of regions
detected by said region image detection section and information regarding sizes that are known in said plurality of
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regions.

6. The distance measuring apparatus according to claim 1, further comprising:

a region quality determination section that determines imaging quality of said plurality of regions and decides
a region that should be re-detected in a next frame; and
a camera parameter control section that sets a camera parameter suitable for a region that should be re-detected.

7. A distance measuring method comprising:

a region image detection step of detecting, from a captured image of an object, region images of a plurality of
regions that are included in said object and whose sizes are known;
a relative error comparison step of using image sizes of said plurality of regions detected by said region image
detection step, and information regarding sizes that are known in said plurality of regions, to select a region
image size that minimizes relative error that is a ratio between said image size and error included in said image
size; and
a distance estimation step of using said selected region image size to estimate a distance to said object.
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