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(54) VISION SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR A MOTOR VEHICLE

(57) A vision system (10) for a motor vehicle com-
prises an imaging apparatus (11) adapted to capture im-
ages from a surrounding of the motor vehicle, a correla-
tion search engine (17) adapted to perform a horizontal
correlation search between images captured by said im-
aging apparatus (11), and a processing device (14)

adapted to perform image processing of images captured
by said imaging apparatus (11). The vision system is
adapted to perform time sharing of said of said correlation
search engine (17) between said horizontal correlation
search and calculation of a one-dimensional optical flow
of captured images in a vertical direction.
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Description

[0001] The invention relates to a vision system for a
motor vehicle, comprising a stereo image apparatus
adapted to capture images from a surrounding of the mo-
tor vehicle, a disparity calculation block adapted to cal-
culate a stereo disparity of left/right images captured by
said stereo imaging apparatus, and a processing device
adapted to perform image processing of images captured
by said imaging apparatus. The invention furthermore
relates to a corresponding vision method.
[0002] Vision systems for motor vehicles are generally
known, see for example EP 2 219 133 A1 and US 2010
183192 A1.
[0003] For a wide range of image processing proce-
dures it would be beneficial to know the optical flow of
the captured images. For example, EP 1 681 577 A2
proposes to determine the optical flow and use it for cal-
culating the vanishing point of a captured image.
[0004] G. M. Quénot, "Computation of Optical Flow us-
ing Dynamic Programming", IAPR Workshop on Machine
Vision Applications, Tokyo, 12-14 November 1996, p.
249-252, discloses a flow calculation method separating
the horizontal and vertical motion estimation, by first es-
timating the horizontal motion, then the vertical, then the
horizontal and so on until convergence.
[0005] The calculation of the optical flow is highly de-
manding with respect to processing and hardware re-
sources, especially for the full two-dimensional case.
Most approaches estimate the two-dimensional optical
flow in one optimization pass, by calculating both hori-
zontal and vertical movement for every pixel in one and
the same pass, which gives a squared search space as
compared to a one-dimensional calculation. This has so
far prohibited its realization in practical vision systems
for motor vehicles under cost aspects.
[0006] The object of the present invention is to provide
a cost-effective, practical vision system and method for
a motor vehicle suited for calculating an optical flow of
captured images.
[0007] The invention solves this object with the fea-
tures of the independent claims. The calculation of the
one-dimensional optical flow in the vertical direction is
useful for several applications in automotive vision. In
contrast to the Optical Flow using Dynamic Program-
ming, the calculation of the vertical optical flow can be
performed with only minor additional hardware cost, by
performing time sharing of the disparity calculation block
between the stereo disparity calculation and the vertical
optical flow calculation. In other words, the vertical optical
flow calculation uses the algorithm of the stereo disparity
calculation in the disparity calculation block. Therefore,
the stereo code can advantageously be used both for the
stereo disparity calculation and the vertical optical flow
calculation, with only minor adaptations.
[0008] Preferably an image transposition involving a
rotation by 90° is performed prior to performing said ver-
tical optical flow calculation, in order to turn a column

search into a row search.
[0009] Preferably time sharing is also performed be-
tween the stereo disparity calculation and calculation of
a one-dimensional optical flow of captured images in a
horizontal direction. This advantageously allows to com-
bine the one-dimensional horizontal optical flow and the
one-dimensional vertical optical flow to form an approx-
imation to two-dimensional optical flow, which is useful
in many automotive applications.
[0010] In a preferred embodiment, an initial guess of
the vertical optical flow is used in the vertical optical flow
calculation. A good initial guess of the vertical optical flow
may preferably be based on ego motion of the vehicle,
as for example known from acceleration sensors, a flat
road assumption and/or depth information from the ster-
eo image. Preferably the initial guess of the vertical op-
tical flow is used to compensate a previous image in the
in the vertical optical flow calculation.
[0011] Usual driving environment often contains long
vertical edges. A slight miss in vertical shift will still result
in correct estimate of the horizontal component of the
flow just searching in the horizontal dimension. Some
objects in the scene have both vertical structures and
horizontal structures, for example pedestrians or vehi-
cles. Many pixels will, due to the vertical structures, have
a good estimate of the horizontal flow, but the vertical
initial guess may still have a slight deviation. Using the
horizontal flow, initial vertical guess, tracking predictions
from object detection algorithms and possibly other pri-
ors, a new transformed image can be created where the
pixels are placed correctly column wise, i.e. a pixel in a
column in the previous image will be found in the same
column in the current image. By transposing the images,
the horizontal flow algorithm can then be reused to find
the vertical component of the optical flow. The rough es-
timate of a predicted tracking box and an average hori-
zontal flow may be enough prior for vertical flow of the
whole tracked object, i.e. it may be not necessary using
individual priors per pixel.
[0012] Preferably a horizontal optical flow estimated
with a one-dimensional correlation search engine is used
in the vertical optical flow calculation. Here, the estimated
horizontal optical flow may preferably be used to com-
pensate a previous image in the in the vertical optical
flow calculation.
[0013] The optical flow calculation in one direction can
be performed with significantly less processing resourc-
es than the conventional optical flow in two dimensions,
namely the horizontal and the vertical direction, simulta-
neously. More specifically, by separately calculating the
one-dimensional horizontal optical flow and the one-di-
mensional vertical optical flow, the search space can ad-
vantageously be reduced to 2·√s, where s is the search
space for calculating the full 2-dimensional optical flow
in one optimization pass. Therefore, through the inven-
tion a cost-effective practical vision system for a motor
vehicle supplying an optical flow of captured images in
a good approximation can be realized.
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[0014] As described above, the vertical optical flow cal-
culation and the horizontal optical flow calculation are
performed by a correlation search on each line of con-
secutive images. In many mounting situations the hori-
zontal direction can be approximated by the baseline di-
rection, and the horizontal optical flow can be approxi-
mated by the optical flow in the baseline direction, while
the vertical optical flow can be approximated by the op-
tical flow perpendicular to the baseline direction. The
stereo disparity calculation and the one-dimensional op-
tical flow calculations can advantageously be performed
in one and the same dedicated hardware device, for ex-
ample a Field Programmable Gate Array FPGA, adapted
to perform both the stereo disparity calculation and the
optical flow calculation. As a result, significant savings
regarding computing and hardware resources are pos-
sible.
[0015] Several preferred features contribute to improv-
ing the quality of the optical flow calculation. In particular,
the system preferably is adapted to perform a pitch cor-
rection by estimating a vertical displacement of captured
images caused by pitch change of the vehicle, and in
particular to shift an image vertically before the optical
flow calculation in order to compensate for changing pitch
of the vehicle. The estimation of the vertical displacement
of captured images caused by pitch can be done using
standard methods based on image processing, or signals
from vehicle dynamics sensors like accelerometers. The
compensation is particularly applied in the optical flow
calculation, because the pitch can change strongly from
one frame to another when for example driving over
speed bumps and the like.
[0016] Preferably the system is adapted to perform a
compensation processing to a captured image in order
to compensate for the movement of the vehicle along the
road which leads to a vertical shift of the image from one
frame to the next, which is particularly strong in the lower
part of the image. A simple but effective method of real-
izing such compensation processing is based on remov-
ing or duplicating lines in the image. Other compensation
methods are possible, for example affine transformation,
i.e. scaling, rotation, translation or any other suited meth-
od. The vehicle movement compensation is preferably
using the vehicle speed as measured for example by a
vehicle speed sensor or calculated from image process-
ing of images acquired by the imaging apparatus.
[0017] In the following the invention shall be illustrated
on the basis of preferred embodiments with reference to
the accompanying drawings, wherein

Fig. 1 shows a schematic view of a vision system for
a motor vehicle;

Fig. 2 shows a detailed schematic view of part of the
vision system of Fig. 1 in one embodiment;

Fig. 3 shows a table illustrating the memory usage
and calculation switching for an imaging appa-

ratus using different exposure levels.

Fig. 4 shows a general scheme illustrating the stereo
disparity calculation;

Fig. 5 shows a general scheme illustrating the hori-
zontal optical flow calculation; and

Fig. 6 shows a general scheme illustrating the vertical
optical flow calculation.

[0018] The vision system 10 is mounted in a motor ve-
hicle and comprises an imaging apparatus 11 for captur-
ing images of a region surrounding the motor vehicle, for
example a region in front of the motor vehicle. The im-
aging apparatus 11 comprises a plurality of optical im-
aging devices 12a, 12b forming a stereo imaging appa-
ratus 11. Preferably the imaging devices 12 are cameras,
operating in the visible and/or infrared wavelength range,
where infrared covers near IR with wavelengths below 5
microns and/or far IR with wavelengths beyond 5 mi-
crons.
[0019] The imaging apparatus 11 is coupled to an im-
age pre-processor 13 adapted to control the capture of
images by the imaging apparatus 11, receive the electri-
cal signal containing the image information from the im-
aging apparatus 11, rectify or warp pairs of left/ right im-
ages into alignment and/or create disparity or depth im-
ages, which per se is known in the art. The pre-processor
13 in particular comprises, or forms, the disparity calcu-
lation block 17 adapted to calculate the stereo disparity
of left/right images captured by the imaging apparatus
11. The image pre-processor 13 may be realized by a
dedicated hardware circuit, for example a Field Program-
mable Gate Array (FPGA) or an Application Specific In-
tegrated Circuit (ASIC). Alternatively the pre-processor
13, or part of its functions, can be realized in the electronic
processing device 14 or a System-On-Chip (SoC) device
comprising, for example, FPGA, processing device, ARM
and/or microprocessor functionality.
[0020] The pre-processed image data is then provided
to an electronic processing device 14 where further im-
age and data processing is carried out by corresponding
software. The image and data processing in the process-
ing device 14 may for example comprise identifying and
preferably also classifying possible objects in front of the
motor vehicle, such as pedestrians, other vehicles, bicy-
clists and/or large animals, tracking over time the position
of object candidates identified in the captured images,
and activating or controlling at least one driver assistance
device 18 depending on an estimation performed with
respect to a tracked object, for example an estimated
collision probability. The driver assistance device 18 may
in particular comprise a display device to display infor-
mation relating to a detected object. However, the inven-
tion is not limited to a display device. The driver assist-
ance device 18 may in addition or alternatively comprise
a warning device adapted to provide a collision warning
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to the driver by suitable optical, acoustical and/or haptic
warning signals; one or more restraint systems such as
occupant airbags or safety belt tensioners, pedestrian
airbags, hood lifters and the like; and/or dynamic vehicle
control systems such as brake or steering control devic-
es.
[0021] The data processing device 14 is preferably a
digital device which is programmed or programmable and
preferably comprises a microprocessor, micro-controller,
digital signal processor (processing device) or a System-
On-Chip (SoC) device, and preferably has access to, or
comprises, a memory device 25. The data processing
device 14, pre-processing device 13 and the memory
device 25 are preferably realised in an on-board elec-
tronic control unit (ECU) and may be connected to the
imaging apparatus 11 via a separate cable or a vehicle
data bus. In another embodiment the ECU and one or
more of the imaging devices 12 can be integrated into a
single unit, where a one box solution including the ECU
and all imaging devices 12 can be preferred. All steps
from imaging, image pre-processing, image processing
to possible activation or control of driver assistance de-
vice 18 are performed automatically and continuously
during driving in real time.
[0022] The pre-processing device 13, which here is a
dedicated hardware device, for example an FPGA, com-
prises a warping and alignment section 15, pre-calcula-
tion sections 16a, 16b for performing suited pre-calcula-
tions such as filtering, and a stereo disparity calculation
section or block 17 for executing the stereo disparity
code. Suitable post-calculations are executed on the out-
put of the stereo disparity calculation block 17 in order
to obtain a disparity map.
[0023] The memory device 25 comprises data areas
26 and 27 for storing at least the image data of the (N-
1)th or last-before-current time frame and the image data
of the N-th or current time frame. This is different from
prior art vision systems where only the image data of the
respective current time frame is stored in memory, but
the image data of the last-before-current time frame is
not kept in the system. The images stored in the memory
device 25 need not be un-processed raw image data, but
preferably are processed images which in particular may
have a reduced size as compared to the raw image data.
The images stored in the memory device 25 may for ex-
ample be warped images output by the warping and align-
ment section 15, pre-processed images output by the
pre-calculation sections 16a, 16b, or images otherwise
suitably modified and/or scaled. This allows to perform
the optical flow calculation, to be explained later, on
down-sampled images of reduced size which contributes
to saving significant processing resources.
[0024] In the embodiment according to Fig. 2 the hor-
izontal optical flow calculation and the vertical optical flow
calculation are realized in one and the same dedicated
hardware device as the stereo disparity calculation,
namely in the pre-processing device 13. The vision sys-
tem 10 in this embodiment comprises a one-dimensional

optical flow calculator 30 formed in the pre-processor 13.
The optical flow calculator 30 preferably controls the
processing device 14, in particular video ports thereof,
via one or more control lines 34, to continuously read the
image data of the (N-1)-th and N-th frames out from the
memory device 25 and input them into the optical flow
calculator 30 via data lines 35. That is, when the horizon-
tal optical flow or the vertical optical flow is to be calcu-
lated in the pre-processing device 13, the image data of
the (N-1)-th and N-th frames are streamed back into the
pre-processing device 13 through the data lines 35 as
controlled by the pre-processing device 13 through the
control line 34.
[0025] As mentioned above, preferably, down-sam-
pled images of reduced size are streamed back into the
optical flow calculator 30 for optical flow calculation which
contributes to saving significant processing resources.
[0026] The optical flow calculator 30 comprises pre-
calculation sections 31, 32 for performing suitable pre-
calculations on the image data of the (N-1)-th and N-th
frames, respectively. This may comprise for example, as
mentioned above, the horizontal shifting of one of the
images; pitch correction; and/or compensation for move-
ment of the vehicle in particular in the lower part of the
image. The pre-calculation sections 31, 32 are preferably
formed by the pre-calculation sections 16a, 16b in the
pre-processor 13.
[0027] The horizontal optical flow calculator 30 further-
more comprises a one-dimensional optical flow calculat-
ing section 33, which is formed by the stereo disparity
calculation block 17. The one-dimensional optical flow
calculating section 33 comprises a code adapted to cal-
culate the optical flow in the horizontal direction of the
captured images and, after a suitable image transposi-
tion, also the optical flow in the vertical direction. The
algorithm of the optical flow calculating section 33 is es-
sentially the same as the algorithm used in the disparity
calculation block 17, with a few advantageous adapta-
tions as discussed above. The optical flow calculation is
performed on down-sampled images of reduced size as
compared to the raw image data, which contributes to
saving significant processing resources. The output of
the one-dimensional optical flow calculator 30 undergoes
some suited post-calculations in order to obtain the final
horizontal optical flow or the final vertical optical flow,
respectively.
[0028] In the case of calculating the horizontal optical
flow, these post-calculations may comprise for example
the horizontal shift-back due to the image having been
horizontally shifted in one of the pre-calculation sections
31, 32. This is because the stereo disparity calculation
can handle only positive horizontal motion but the hori-
zontal shift will allow negative motion, as required for the
horizontal optical flow calculation. The shift-back opera-
tion may for example be performed by a subtraction of a
constant from the disparity value that corresponds to the
shift in the pre-calculation. Instead of shifting one of the
images horizontally, the search range in the disparity cal-
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culation can be shifted before the optical flow calculation.
For example, the disparity search engine could search
e.g. 0 to 31 pixel disparity when calculating stereo, and
search e.g. -16 to +15 pixel when calculating horizontal
optical flow.
[0029] Although it may be preferred for the one-dimen-
sional optical flow calculator 30 to use the memory device
25 associated to the processing device 14 for storing the
image data of the (N-1)-th and N-th frames, this is not
strictly mandatory. In another embodiment not shown in
the Figures, a separate memory for storing the image
data of the (N-1)-th and N-th frames may be associated
directly to the one-dimensional optical flow calculator 30,
which may allow a quicker fetching of the image data
from the memory.
[0030] In another preferred embodiment not shown in
the Figures, the pre-calculation sections 31, 32 may be
realized in the processing device 14. The processing de-
vice 14 creates images where the above mentioned com-
pensations have been performed, and then streams
these data to the optical flow calculator 30 when the op-
tical flow calculations are scheduled to take place. In this
case, pre-processed images are streamed to the optical
flow calculator 30 in at least one channel, preferably both
channels.
[0031] The embodiment according to Figure 2 is par-
ticularly advantageous in, but not restricted to, cases
where different exposure levels are used in the imaging
apparatus 11. For example, every second frame may use
a normal exposure (exposure level A in Fig. 3) that pro-
duces images which can be used for the stereo disparity
calculation. The other exposure (exposure level B in Fig.
3), for example adapted to low-light conditions at night,
cannot be used for the stereo disparity calculation and
therefore the hardware device 13 would be idling during
these periods. However, these periods may be used ad-
vantageously for the horizontal and vertical optical flow
calculation. Therefore, by periodically switching between
stereo disparity calculation and one-dimensional optical
flow calculation the capacity of the hardware device 13
is fully utilized and no additional dedicated hardware de-
vice is required.
[0032] This method is explained in more detail with ref-
erence to Fig. 3. For the images in frame No. 1 the stereo
disparity calculation is performed and the image of a spe-
cific imaging device, here left camera 12a, is stored for
example in memory area 26 (see Fig. 2). For the images
in frame No. 2 the stereo disparity calculation cannot per-
formed, so there is time for calculating a one-dimensional
optical flow, for example the horizontal optical flow, for
the current exposure level A frame fetched from memory
area 26 and the last-before-current exposure level A
frame (two frames before frame no. 1) fetched from the
memory area 27. For the images in frame No. 3 the stereo
disparity calculation is performed and the image of the
left camera 12a is stored in memory area 27, thereby
overwriting the old data in memory area 27 which are no
longer needed. For the images in frame No. 4 the stereo

disparity calculation cannot performed, so there is time
for calculating the other one-dimensional optical flow,
here the vertical optical flow, for the current level A frame
no. 3 fetched from memory area 27 and the last-before-
current level A frame no. 1 fetched from memory area
26. And so on.
[0033] From Fig. 3 it is apparent that the terms "N-th
frame" and "(N-1)th" frame are not restricted to ultimately
subsequent frames and ultimately current and ultimately
last-before-current frames, but subsequent, current and
last-before-current frames of same exposure level or,
more generally, subsequent, current and last-before-cur-
rent frames used for horizontal optical flow calculation.
[0034] According to another embodiment, the time be-
tween the two frames may be longer when the vehicle
drives slower.
[0035] In Figures 4 to 6 the general schemes of stereo
disparity calculation (Figure 4), the horizontal optical flow
calculation (Figure 5) and the vertical optical flow calcu-
lation (Figure 6) is shown without reference to a specific
hardware implementation. In Figures 5 and 6, the "Dis-
parity" calculation has been set in apostrophes indicating
that essentially the disparity calculation algorithm of Fig-
ure 4 may be used for the horizontal optical flow calcu-
lation and the vertical optical flow calculation.
[0036] The calculation of the one-dimensional vertical
optical flow is described in the following in more detail
with reference to Figure 6. Step-by-step, the process is:

1. Initial vertical flow guess based on ego motion,
flat road assumption and/or depth information from
the stereo image.

2. Compensate previous image with the vertical flow
guess.

3. Estimate horizontal flow with a one dimensional
search along all image rows.

4. Transpose images, in order to turn a column
search into a row search.

5. Compensate previous image with the resulting
horizontal flow.

6. Estimate vertical flow with a one dimensional
search along all transposed image rows.

[0037] As described above, the horizontal motion and
the vertical motion can both be estimated using a corre-
lation search in the horizontal image direction. This is
exactly what is done in the disparity calculation in the
stereo algorithm. Therefore, the stereo disparity block 17
in the FPGA 13 can be used both for the stereo, the hor-
izontal optical flow and vertical optical flow calculations.
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Claims

1. A vision system (10) for a motor vehicle, comprising
a stereo imaging apparatus (11) adapted to capture
images from a surrounding of the motor vehicle, a
disparity calculation block (17) adapted to calculate
a stereo disparity of left/right images captured by
said stereo imaging apparatus (11), and a process-
ing device (14) adapted to perform image processing
of images captured by said imaging apparatus (11),
characterized in that said vision system is adapted
to perform time sharing of said disparity calculation
block (17) between said stereo disparity calculation
and calculation of a one-dimensional optical flow of
captured images in a vertical direction.

2. The vision system as claimed in claim 1, character-
ized in that vision system (10) is adapted to perform
an image transposition involving a rotation by 90°
prior to performing said vertical optical flow calcula-
tion.

3. The vision system as claimed in any one of the pre-
ceding claims, characterized in that said vision sys-
tem (10) is adapted to perform time sharing of said
disparity calculation block (17) between said stereo
disparity calculation and calculation of a one-dimen-
sional optical flow of captured images in a horizontal
direction.

4. The vision system as claimed in claim 3, character-
ized in that the one-dimensional horizontal optical
flow and the one-dimensional vertical optical flow are
combined to form an approximation to two-dimen-
sional optical flow.

5. The vision system as claimed in any one of the pre-
ceding claims, characterized in that an initial guess
of the vertical optical flow is used in the vertical op-
tical flow calculation.

6. The vision system as claimed in claim 5, character-
ized in that said initial guess of the vertical optical
flow is based on ego motion of the vehicle, a flat road
assumption and/or depth information from the stereo
image processing.

7. The vision system as claimed in claim 5 or 6, char-
acterized in that said initial guess of the vertical
optical flow is used to compensate a previous image
in the vertical optical flow calculation.

8. The vision system as claimed in any one of the pre-
ceding claims, characterized in that a horizontal
optical flow estimated with a one-dimensional corre-
lation search engine in said disparity calculation
block (17) is used in the vertical optical flow calcu-
lation.

9. The vision system as claimed in claim 8, character-
ized in that the estimated horizontal optical flow is
used to compensate a previous image in the vertical
optical flow calculation.

10. The vision system (10) as claimed in any one of the
preceding claims, wherein said vision system (10) is
adapted to perform the disparity calculation in said
disparity calculation block (17), forward image data
from said disparity calculation block (17) to said
processing device (14), and stream back image data
from said processing device (14) to the disparity cal-
culation block (17) for the optical flow calculation.

11. The vision system as claimed in any one of the pre-
ceding claims, comprising a memory means (25),
wherein images of at least the current time frame
and the last before current time frame are stored in
said memory means (25) for said horizontal optical
flow calculation and/or said vertical optical flow cal-
culation.

12. The vision system as claimed in claim 11, wherein
the images stored in said memory means (25) for
said horizontal optical flow calculation and/or said
vertical optical flow calculation are pre-processed
images of reduced size as compared to the raw im-
ages taken by the imaging apparatus (11).

13. The vision system as claimed in any one of the pre-
ceding claims, wherein said vision system (10) is
adapted to estimate a vertical displacement of cap-
tured images, and to shift an image vertically before
the horizontal optical flow calculation in order to com-
pensate for changing pitch of the vehicle, and/or to
perform a compensation processing to captured im-
ages in order to compensate for movement of the
vehicle.

14. The vision system as claimed in any one of the pre-
ceding claims, wherein said disparity calculation
block (17) is realized in a dedicated hardware device,
in particular a Field Programmable Gate Array FP-
GA, an Application Specific Integrated Circuit ASIC
or as part of a System-on-Chip SoC device.

15. A vision method for a motor vehicle, comprising cap-
turing images from a surrounding of the motor vehi-
cle, calculating in a disparity calculation block (17) a
stereo disparity left/right images captured by said
stereo imaging apparatus (11), and performing im-
age processing of the captured images, character-
ized by performing time sharing of said disparity cal-
culation block (17) between said stereo disparity cal-
culation and optical flow calculation of a one-dimen-
sional optical flow of captured images in a vertical
direction.
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