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Abstract: Since all structures vibrate due to external loads, measuring and analyzing vibration data
is a representative method of structural health monitoring. In this paper, we propose a non-contact
cable estimation method using a vision sensor mounted on an unmanned aerial vehicle. A target
cable among many cables can be identified through marker detection. In addition, the motion of the
structure can be quickly captured using the extracted feature points. Although computer vision can
be used to transform displacements of multiple axis, in this study, only the vertical displacement is
considered to estimate tension. Finally, the cable tension can be estimated via the vibration method
using the modal frequencies derived from the cable displacement. To verify the performance of
the proposed method, lab-scale experiments were carried out and the results were compared with
the conventional method based on the accelerometer. The proposed method showed a 3.54% error
compared with the existing method and confirmed that the cable tension force can be estimated
quickly at low cost.

Keywords: non-contact measurement; computer vision; unmanned aerial vehicle; dynamic response;
cable tension

1. Introduction

Cable-supported bridges are widely used as long-span bridges because of their struc-
tural efficiency, wind-resistant stability, and economical construction cost. There are two
types of cable-supported bridges: cable-stayed bridges and suspension bridges. Cable-
stayed bridges are more commonly constructed due to their better wind stability compared
to suspension bridges. Among the several elements in the cable-stayed bridge, cables are
essential components that support the deck of the bridge and distribute the external load
to the entire bridges [1]. There are three types of stayed cables, which are Locked Coil
Rope (LCR), Parallel Wire Strand (PWS), and Multi Strand (MS). Since they are coated to
prevent corrosion and damage to the cable, stayed cables can be used semi-permanently.
However, if the sheath of a cable is peeled off or damaged by heat due to fatigue load,
the cable can be broken due to corrosion and weakness. It is necessary to continuously
monitor and maintain the condition of the cable because repair and reinforcement are
very difficult [2,3]. The fundamental method of inspecting a cable is visual inspection by
a human. Visual inspection includes the protector, anchorage device, hanger band, and
saddle, as well as the cable element. The inspector roughly checks the condition of the cable
through close-up visual inspection and sounds. And, if necessary, auxiliary devices such
as telescopes and endoscope are used. Visual inspection of cables covers paint damage
and corrosion, deformation, breakage, and deterioration. In general, human power-based
inspections have limited accessibility, and there are disadvantages in terms of usability
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even when bridge inspection vehicles (i.e., ladder trucks and platform-type vehicles) are
used. In addition, there is the problem that visual inspection cannot completely evaluate
the structural defects of the cable inside. Therefore, studies have been conducted using
accelerometers, elasto-magnetic (EM) sensors, endoscopic equipment, ultrasonic systems,
and structural acoustic control sensors to overcome the limitations of cable visual inspec-
tion performed by humans. Recently, research using climbing robots and vision sensors
has progressed due to the development of robot and sensor technology. As a method of
evaluating the condition of the cable, a measurement of cable tension has also been widely
used. Cable tension is an important factor that is assessed at all stages because the cable
supports most of the bridge loads in the construction and in-service phases of the bridge.
When the cable has a structural problem, the mode frequencies are slightly shifted because
the cable’s characteristics are changed [4]. In general, damage to the cable anchorage parts
or corrosion of cable inner wires is known to change cable tension. Therefore, reliable
response data acquisition is needed to confirm slight changes in the cable mode frequencies
and continuous cable tension monitoring strategy.

The cable tension estimation method can be roughly classified into direct [5] and
indirect methods [6,7]. The direct method, also called a lift-off test, checks the tension force
using a road cell, a displacement sensor, and a hydraulic jack. Tension measurements can
present a force–displacement relationship by pulling the cable after installing sensors on the
strands of the cable. At this time, the pulling force exceeds the tension of the cable, and the
moment when the wedge is lifted is measured. This method has the advantages of being
simple and accurate and does not require additional processing. However, sensors that
use the direct method to estimate tension need to be installed during the cable installation
process, and it is costly to install and maintain these sensors. It is also difficult to perform
sensor calibration after installation. When using the indirect method, also called the vibration
method, a sensor such as an accelerometer is installed on the cable to measure the vibration
response. The mode frequencies derived from the vibration data are used to estimate the
tension force. This method can estimate the tension force by installing a sensor even after
the cable has already been installed on the bridge. Generally, if the cable is not sagging,
various natural frequencies are extracted from the vibration data. Then, the first-order
regression is performed considering each natural frequency and the order of the mode.
Finally, cable tension can be estimated [8,9]. However, the sensor should be installed for
each cable, and power and signal lines are required in order to utilize the vibration method.
In addition, there is a limitation that an additional mass should be considered because
of the bracket needed to install the sensor. To overcome these limitations, non-contact
sensor (i.e., microwaves [10–12], lasers [13,14], vision [15–20], etc.)-based tension estimation
methods have been proposed. Non-contact sensors do not need to consider damage to the
surface paint of a structure and can measure multiple targets simultaneously compared with
contact systems, which can only provide limited information. Since microwaves and laser
measurement equipment are expensive, vision-based approaches have been considered for
cable tension estimation. Vision-based tension estimation methods have slight variations,
but there is a standard procedure [21–24]: First, set the camera to a fixed fiducial to the RoI of
the cable. Next, record with a vision sensor, extract the cable area, and designate it as the RoI.
Then, check the change in position using the subpixel orientation code matching algorithm.
Finally, the cable tension is estimated using the vibration method. This method is limited to
civil infrastructures built on rivers, roads, or seas when installing cameras [25]. Also, over
long distances, it can be difficult to set the RoI per cable. Finally, subpixel algorithms often
face various adverse conditions, such as weather, light-intensity fluctuations, and focus
shifts.

Recently, many countries, including the United States, have been applying UAV
(unmanned aerial vehicle) technology to bridge inspections. Unmanned aerial vehicles
(UAVs) or unmanned aerial vehicle systems (UASs) overcome the limitations of traditional
vision-based structure inspections by bringing cameras closer to structures. Many studies
are being conducted in Europe, Japan, China, and Korea to inspect bridges using this
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technology [26–29]. Although UAV-based bridge inspections still have many challenges
to overcome [30,31], UAVs are widely utilized in various civil engineering fields due to
their ability to rapidly inspect bridges and reduce maintenance costs. However, since
UAVs exhibit slight motion even in hovering states, research measuring the vibration of
structures, similar to the vision-based approach, is not extensive. Most studies primarily
focus on damage detection on bridge surfaces and the development of flight technologies
over bridges. Tian et al. [32] confirmed the validity of UAV and computer vision-based
cable tension estimation. The proposed method uses a line segment detector and a line
segment matching algorithm that determines the edge of the cable in the captured video.
The displacement of the cable is obtained by determining the RoI from several frames of the
video and deriving the amount of change in the segment. This study contributes to the fact
that structural identification was performed using UAV and computer vision. However,
this method is not suitable for actual bridge sites. For example, consider a cable-supported
bridge with a central main span of 344 m and 60 installed cables [33]. Detecting line
segments for each cable and applying a segment matching algorithm is challenging due to
changes in focal length or complex backgrounds.. In addition, there is a limitation when it
comes to determining the RoI from an image frame by an operator. Finally, it is difficult to
capture and manage vibration images of about 60 cables for tension estimation.

In this paper, a non-contact cable tension estimation technique is proposed using a
UAV and a marker. In the experiment, an ArUco marker and accelerometers were attached
to the stayed cable, and the marker’s behavior was captured using a vision sensor mounted
on a commercial UAV. The use of markers in vision-based vibration measurement studies
is an additional task. However, the ArUco marker was used in this study because it can
identify the cable using an OpenSource library and is highly applicable. The collected image
data were converted into displacement data using the optical flow method. Finally, the cable
tension force was estimated by using the vibration method, and compared experimentally
with the conventional method. This paper is organized as follows. Section 2 presents the
research background for the ArUco marker and the vibration method-based cable tension
estimation. Section 3 presents the estimation procedure for cable tension forces based on
the vibration method using a UAV. In order to validate the performance of the proposed
approach, lab-scale tests were carried out in Section 4, and Section 5 concluded this study.

2. Research Background
2.1. ArUco Marker

The ArUco marker, an OpenSource library-based binary square fiducial marker written
in a certain format, can be used for camera pose estimation [34]. In this study, an ArUco
marker was used to increase the accuracy of features for the cable behavior. The ArUco
marker consists of a two-dimensional bit pattern of N × N size and a black border, which
surrounds a pattern. The black border helps us to quickly recognize the marker during
image processing, and the specific pattern is comprised of white and black binarized cells
to represent a unique ID [35]. This could be used to identify multiple cables for the future
field experiments. In addition, when performing tension estimation of cables in a bridge,
the accuracy of filtering noise components such as the vibration caused by wind and GPS
errors can be improved through pose estimation of the vision sensor mounted on the
UAV. Figure 1 shows the ArUco marker with the same ID according to the N × N size. As
mentioned earlier, since ArUco is a fiducial marker, every marker in the dictionary can
select the same number of blocks or bits (4× 4, 5× 5, 6× 6, or 7× 7), and each dictionary has
a fixed number of markers (50, 100, 250, or 1000). Therefore, a marker can be automatically
generated by selecting a specific size and a unique ID according to the desired purpose.
Markers can be detected automatically using the ArUco marker detector provided via
OpenCV. The processing method of this detector is as follows: (1) analyzing the image
to find the square shape that can be a marker, (2) performing marker segmentation and
extracting the contour, (3) filtering, (4) conducting perspective transformation of the marker,
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(5) separating white and black bits using the Otsu algorithm, (6) extracting the bits of each
marker, and (7) analyzing bits and verifying marker IDs.

Figure 1. Fiducial markers according to N × N size.

2.2. Vibration Method for Cable Tension Estimation

Because sagging of the stay cable is typically small compared to its length (1% sag-
to-length ratio or less), the cable is perfectly elastic and is modeled by the motion of the
taut string. The taut string (i.e., no sag, λ2 = 0) model of the cable vibration neglects some
dynamic characteristics, such as sag-extensibility and flexural rigidity. Therefore, the cable
tension can be estimated from the formula of the taut string theory:(

fn

n

)2
=

T · g
4WL2 (1)

where fn is the measured nth-order natural frequency (Hz), T,W,g and L refer to the cable
tension force, weight per unit length, gravitational acceleration constant, and effective
length of the cable, respectively. Equation (1) shows the relationship between the cable
tension force and the natural frequency of the vibration mode. If fn = n · f1, the same value
of the tension can be obtained for all vibration modes. However, the actual cable does not
have a linear relationship for all modes because its behavior is affected by flexural rigidity
and sag-extensibility. Since the measured natural frequencies are larger than the theoretical
value of the taut string, the estimated tension of cable using Equation (1) is smaller than
the actual value. Therefore, it is necessary to consider the terms of flexural rigidity and the
sagging effect of the cable in order to precisely estimate the cable tension. The correlation
between the measured natural frequencies and the order of modes can be expressed using
Equations (2) and (3).[

fn(1− ξ2
n)

n

]
=

g
4WL

[
1 +

2λ2

π4
{1− (−1)n}2

n4

]
T +

(EI)eqπ2g
4WL4 n2 = a + b · n2 (2)
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T = a
4WL2

g
[
{1−(−1)n}2

n4

] (3)

where ξn is the nth damping ratio of the cable, λ2 is the axial stiffness proportionality factor
related to the sag, and EI is the cable flexural rigidity [7,36,37]. The natural frequency
corresponding to each mode can be extracted from the measured vibration data using the
power spectral density (PSD) and the peak-picking method. If the first term on the left is
selected as the y-axis and n is selected as the x-axis, the equation for the straight line can
be obtained through linear regression analysis. Finally, the cable tension is estimated by
calculating the y-intercept (a) via the first-order regression analysis.

3. Cable Tension Estimation Using a UAV

In this section, the proposed UAV-based non-contact cable tension estimation method
is described. UAVs can quickly capture target structures without having to install sensors
on them. Figure 2 shows a schematic diagram and the tension estimation process. When the
cable is vibrated using an exciter capable of applying a sinusoidal load, the attached marker
moves accordingly. First, the movement of the marker is captured as a video using the vision
sensor mounted on the UAV. Since an ArUco maker is used, it is possible to automatically
select the marker’s RoI and obtain an ID from the collected images. Additionally, feature
points within the selected RoI are extracted using an image processing algorithm. Finally,
the displacement is tracked by the KLT tracker [38,39], which predicts object motion at the
same feature distance between two adjacent frames. In this way, dynamic displacement
can be obtained and cable tension can be estimated using the vibration method.

Figure 2. Schematic diagram of cable tension estimation.

3.1. RoI Selection by ArUco Marker

The ArUco marker attached to the structure is a fiducial marker and it is made in a
certain format. Therefore, it has the advantage of being strong and accurate while also
achieving rapid detection. It also automatically selects RoIs for markers in the image. In this
study, markers were detected using OpenCV’s Aruco Module (4.7.0-dev.). Marker detectors
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contain user-modifiable parameters. Parameters include thresholds for binarization of
images, outline filtering, minimum distance in pixels, etc., and are adjusted to detect
marker candidates. After detecting marker candidates, marker bits are extracted. Finally,
the markers are identified through a bit analysis process that removes perspective distortion
by calculating the width of the marker border and the number of black and white pixels.
When the marker ID is detected, cable information can be obtained from the server by
quickly measuring the tension of numerous cables on an actual bridge. Since this paper
mainly aims to evaluate the validity of cable tension estimation using a UAV, obtaining
cable information from the server was not considered. The next step after selecting the RoI
of the marker is to extract its feature points. There are several algorithms used to track the
correlation of feature points in different frames, but in this study, the Speeded-Up Robust
Features (SURF) algorithm was applied. This is an algorithm that finds the same scene
or object using the feature points and has the advantage of shortening the search time by
changing the size of the box filter. Figure 3a shows the marker ID along with the selected
RoI from the ArUco marker attached to the center of the cable. The detected marker ID is
displayed as 20. Figure 3b shows the feature points extracted within the RoI.

Figure 3. Marker detection results. (a) Automated RoI selection of the marker with marker ID,
(b) feature point extraction in the RoI.

3.2. Vision-Based Displacement Transformation Method

After the marker is detected, features within the marker can be extracted and traced
via optical flow. Here, the detection rate of the marker can be set based on the allowable
tolerance. Optical flow considers only the contrast change in the two consecutive frames.
Therefore, it is an independent method for the object because it does not detect objects or
reflect the movement of the object. However, optical flow can be considered to express a
motion field, implicitly representing the motion of the object, since the contrast is affected
by the object’s behavior. To estimate optical flow, the assumptions of brightness constancy
and small motion are made. The former assumes that the same point of an object in two
consecutive frames has the same or similar intensity values. The brightness constancy is
assumed to ignore the difference in contrast that changes depending on the illumination
and the angle between the surface of the object and the light source. This assumption is
widely used in the optical flow method because its error can be ignored unless during
a specific situation. If the pixel of a specific point of view frame is called I(x, y, t) and it
moves by the distance of (dx, dy) in the consecutive frame, it can be summarized as follows.

I(x, y, t) = I(x + dx, y + dy, t + dt) (4)



Remote Sens. 2023, 15, 4000 7 of 18

The second assumption, small motion, means that if the time difference, dt, between
two frames is sufficiently small, the pixel’s movement (dx, dy) is also small. Therefore, under
the condition of satisfying the small motion assumption, Equation (5) can be rearranged
according to the Taylor series, as follows. In this equation, terms higher than the second
order (i.e., higher-order term, H.O.T.) are negligible compared to the first-order terms due
to their significantly smaller magnitude.

I(x + dx, y + dy, t + dt) = I(x, y, t) +
∂I
∂x

dx +
∂I
∂y

dy +
∂I
∂t

dt + H.O.T (5)

where I(x + dx, y + dy, t + dt) of the new pixel moved by (dx, dy) for dt is equal to I(x, y, t)
of the original pixel. Therefore, Equation (5) can be replaced to ∂I

∂x dx + ∂I
∂y dy+ ∂I

∂t dt = 0, and
dividing both sides by dt results in Equation (6), which is called the optical flow constraint
equation or gradient constraint equation.

∂I
∂x

dx
dt

+
∂I
∂y

dy
dt

+
∂I
∂t

= 0orIxu + Iyv = −It (6)

where u and v are components of the motion vector, Ix, Iy, and It are derivatives of the
image at (x, y, t). In this study, the Lucas–Kanade algorithm and the KLT tracker were
used to track the behavior of pixels representing features in the marker. The Lucas–Kanade
algorithm is often used to detect motions via the vision sensor, and it is assumed that
the motion vector v = (u, v) of the window region, also called the region of interest (RoI)
N(x, y), which is centered on the pixel (x, y) in a local way is the same. In addition, all
pixels in the RoI must satisfy Equation (6). All pixels in the neighboring region can be
represented by ((Ixi, Iyi), i = 1, 2, · · · , n), where n is the number of pixels in the RoI. The
motion vector, v, is obtained by transforming Equation (6) into a matrix form and using the
least square method.

AvT = b (7)

where A =

 Ix1 Iy1
...

...
Ixn Iyn

, v =
(
u, v
)
, b =

−It1
...
−It2

.

vT = (AtA)−1ATb (8)

If the weight is gradually applied to the center of the ROI, a high-quality motion vector
can be obtained. Therefore, the motion vector can be expressed via the following equation,
which applies the Gaussian w as a weight.

(
u
v

)
=

[
∑ I2

xi ∑ Ixi Iyi
∑ Ixi Iyi ∑ I2

yi

]−1[
−∑ Ixi Iti
−∑ Iyi Iti

]
(9)

The KLT tracker was used to track the features of object trajectories and derive displacement
of the marker in the optical flow. KLT can calculate all variables of the frame I(x, y, t)
regardless of the next frame by using the Hessian matrix, H = AtA, in Equation (8). If
there is no change in the Hessian matrix, this matrix and the motion vector will become
0. The KLT tracker ignores these values and takes the point as a feature if the size of the
small value of the H matrix’s eigenvalue is greater than the threshold. Therefore, the KLT
selects the point with two eigenvalues (i.e., λ1, λ2) that are larger than the threshold (λ).
This means that the KLT does not track small changes in contrast and changes in contrast
to one direction, but tracks where there are changes in multiple directions.

min(λ1, λ2) > λ (10)
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3.3. Cable Tension Estimation Using the Vibration Method

This section describes the procedure used to estimate the cable tension via KLT
algorithm-based cable displacement tracking data from video frames. The cable tension
estimation method, which is based on the vibration method, will be briefly explained, since
many studies have been conducted using this method. Figure 4 shows the procedure for
estimating cable tension via the displacement tracking data obtained through the KLT. The
first step is high-pass filtering. In general, when the vibration is measured using a wired or
wireless accelerometer, a specific frequency range is filtered through signal processing. The
drone collects a video while hovering; however, noise occurs because it is not completely
stationary. This is due to high-frequency vibrations of mechanical systems, GPS altitude
errors, and movements that control the drone’s altitude. Therefore, a filtering process is
implemented to obtain an accurate dynamic response [25,40]. In order to set the frequency
to be filtered, the vibration component generated in the hovering state of the drone was con-
firmed through a lab-scale experiment. As a result, it was confirmed that the vibration that
occurred in the frequency domain was less than 1 Hz. Since the vibration method-based
tension estimation does not use the low natural frequencies of the cable, drone vibration
during the hovering state can be processed through high-pass filtering. Although the
mechanical vibration may occur in the UAV system, however, this was not considered in
this study because it is small in the hovering state and has a high vibration frequency range
different from the natural frequency range of the structure. Next, the filtered displacement
time history can be transformed to a power spectral density (PSD) using a fast Fourier
transform (FFT). It can be assumed that each significant peak in the frequency–response
graph corresponds to the eigenmode of the cable. Here, we considered the Peak-Picking
method among the several methods which can be used to extract peaks. Then, the cable
tension could be calculated by performing linear regression using the natural frequency of
the cable corresponding to the extracted peak and the cable parameter.

Figure 4. Procedures of cable tension estimation using the vibration method.
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4. Experimental Validation

This section covers the experimental validation of the UAV-based tension estimation
approach. Two commercial drones (i.e., Mavic Pro and Phantom 4, DJI, Shenzhen, China)
were used in the experiment. In Section 4.1, a shaking table test was conducted to confirm
that the proposed method can achieve dynamic response acquisition of the system. Here,
the vibration of the drone in the hovering state was measured and frequency analysis was
performed. Then, by attaching a marker to the shaking table, it was confirmed whether
the response could be measured for the input frequency. Section 4.2 shows the result of
estimating the tension for the cable installed in the laboratory.

4.1. Dynamic Response Acquisition Using Shaking Table Test

To verify the accuracy of the proposed approach to dynamic response acquisition, a
shaking table experiment was first performed in the laboratory, as shown in Figure 5. In
this experiment, an analysis of the vibration frequency of the drone in the hovering state
and identification of the frequency domain from the displacement measured by the drone
was performed. The shaker used in the experiment was Spektra’s DE/APS 400 model
(SPEKTRA Dresden, Dresden, Germany), which can perform horizontal and vertical vibra-
tion experiments, and its maximum force was 445 N. The maximum stroke between the
two peaks was 158 mm, which is an appropriate specification for the experiment. Because
the experiment was conducted in an indoor space, a micro-UAV and the Mavic Pro were
used for safety. The created markers were attached to the top surface of the vibrating
shaker. In addition, an experiment was conducted to measure the displacement using the
captured image frame and the proposed method. As for the input of the shaking table, sine
waves with various excitation frequencies in the range from 1 to 10 Hz were considered.
Additionally, the Mavic Pro drone was set to a camera FPS of 120 FPS, and the experiments
were conducted accordingly. Finally, in order to measure the actual displacement of the
marker, a laser doppler vibrometer (LDV) was installed at a fixed position on the shaking
table for comparison with the experimental results.

Figure 5. Experimental setup for dynamic response acquisition

In this experiment, the UAV was able to capture the ArUco marker on the shaking
table from the front. The amplitude of the shaking table was adjusted to about 4 cm based
on the LDV, and the distance between the drone and the shaking table was maintained at
about 2 m.

The movement of the UAV while hovering introduced noise into the signal, and the
measured displacement became entangled with the low-frequency drift. The purpose of
this experiment was to confirm that dynamic components can be detected in the general
vibration frequency range of the cable even when the drone is in motion.
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Figure 6 is a graph of the displacement data obtained from the above experiment and
the cross power spectral density (CPSD) obtained through the FFT process. Figure 7 is the
CPSD result for even Hz. Based on the experimental results, it can be confirmed that the
vibration frequency component of the vibration table can be detected using a drone.

Figure 6. Results of shaking table test (2 Hz) (a) Displacement time–history; (b) power spectrum result.

Figure 7. Power spectrum for various excitation frequencies (a) 4 Hz, (b) 6 Hz, (c) 8 Hz, (d) 10 Hz.

4.2. Cable Tension Estimation Using Lab-Scale Test

In the shaking table experiment above, it was confirmed that the dynamic response
can be precisely obtained using UAV. In this section, the results of tension estimation
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experiments are presented using cables installed in the laboratory of Korea Advanced
Institute of Science and Technology. The length of the cable was 11.8 m and it had an
inclination angle of 18.72 degrees. One end was connected to the anchorage installed on
the floor, while the other end was connected to the fixing plate connected to the shear wall.
Prior to the experimental verification of the proposed method, an acceleration sensor was
installed to measure the data, and the tension of the cable was confirmed using the vibration
method. There is also a method which involves directly measuring cable tension using a
load cell; however, since the vibration method has been verified by many studies [41,42],
this experiment employed the vibration method. Although the accuracy of the tension
estimation method using the vibration method will be different depending on the presence
or absence of dampers and the sagging of a cable, the calculated error was less than
5% when compared to the direct measurement method under conditions similar to this
experiment. Therefore, this result was compared with the result of the proposed method.
Table 1 shows the parameters of the stay cable used in this study. In this section, each
process of the proposed cable tension estimation algorithm was experimentally verified.

Table 1. Stay-cable specifications.

Parameters Value

Cable length (L) 11.8 m
Cable mass per unit length (W) 4.229 kg/m

Cable section area (A) 0.0014 m2

Cable diameter (D) 42.2 mm
Inclination angle (θ) 18.72◦

Figure 8 shows the installed cables and experimental setup. The cable was fitted with
three accelerometers, an acquisition device capable of receiving data, an ArUco marker, and
a cable exciter. The cable exciter used in the experiment was directly manufactured from a
previous study, which consists of a controller, a motor, and two mass bodies. The torque of
the cable exciter was designed to be about 4 Nm. The frequency band was designed to be a
maximum of 10 Hz with a constant torque. Finally, the instantaneous maximum torque
was designed to be 7.5 Nm, considering the acceleration torque and safety factor of 1.5 [43].
This cable exciter can adjust the excitation force of the exciter by adjusting the length of the
moment arm and the mass of the weight. The harmonic excitation force transmitted to the
cable by the exciter is as follows [44]:

F(t) = meω2sinωt (11)

where m is the sum of the two rotating masses, e is the radius of the rotation and ω is
the frequency of the rotating masses. The exciter can generate a sine wave of the mode
frequency through a switch, and it can also generate an arbitrary waveform via a program.
In this experiment, the vibration was performed in consideration of the natural frequency
of the first mode of the cable, and when the desired appropriate amplitude was reached,
the excitation was stopped and the system was allowed to vibrate freely. In addition, an
impact load test was also performed on the cable, in which the vibration was measured by
applying an impact to the cable with a hammer..

The marker used in this experiment was downloaded from an online ArUco marker
generator (http://chev.me/arucogen/, accessed on 10 August 2023). ArUco markers are
standard 2D square markers from the OpenSource library, which allows you to create mark-
ers with a specific pattern by selecting the marker’s ID, size, and dictionary. The marker
attached to the center of the cable was printed as an SVG (Scalable Vector Graphics) file.
Since ArUco is a standard marker, the corresponding marker was created by determining
the ID and dictionary of the marker. The ID of the marker used in this study was 20, with a
size of 50 mm. The dictionary of the marker was 6 × 6 (50, 100, 250, 1000). We also captured
the movement of the markers using a commercial drone (i.e., Phantom 4 Pro, DJI). In the

http://chev.me/arucogen/
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cable experiment, experiments were conducted with different frames per second (FPS)
settings to compare the tracking performance of the dynamic objects. For the purpose of
comparison with the proposed method, acceleration sensors were installed on the cable at
a distance 25%, 50%, and 75% away from the fixed anchor, as shown in Figure 8.

Figure 8. Cable test setup.

In the cable tension estimation experiment, real-time tension estimation was not
considered in this study. In this experiment, the vibration image of the cable was taken
with a drone, and the tension was estimated through subsequent work.

The field of view (FoV) of the camera mounted on the UAV was fixed to the marker
installed in the center of the cable, and the UAV collected images while hovering. In
addition, using the ArUco marker detection algorithm, markers in an image frame were
detected. When a marker is detected, the marker’s ID and RoI are automatically detected,
as shown in Figure 3a in Section 3.1. Also, feature points are automatically extracted within
the RoI of the image. This series of automated procedures has many advantages in cable
tension estimation. In the field of conventional computer vision, installing markers on target
structures can be considered negative, but if the surface is marked in the manufacturing
stage of cables, cable information, maintenance, etc., can be included in the markers.
Since this study was conducted to confirm the feasibility of the UAV-based cable tension
estimation method, only the information on a single cable was considered. In addition, by
selecting the fiducial marker, the problems of the RoI selection and feature point extraction,
which were considered difficult in vision-based structure inspection, were resolved. Lastly,
although not considered in this study, ArUco marker-based augmented reality (AR) can
be applied in 3D pose extraction for structural health monitoring, which widens the
application field.

When the cable vibrates, the marker also vibrates, and the motion vector between the
previous frame and the current frame can be obtained through the optical flow of feature
points. Finally, the vibration displacement of the cable can be calculated considering the
position of the marker and the homography between the frames. Through the feature points
of the image, the same scene or an object can determine the vibration displacement by
implementing the algorithm SURF (Speed-up Robust Feature). Figures 9 and 10 show the
displacement response under the impact and the sinusoidal excitation, respectively. Experi-
ments were conducted with a difference between 50 FPS and 120 FPS for each load condition.
Using optical flow, displacement in pixel units can be obtained for each the feature point
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(Figures 9a,c and 10a,c). In the figure, there is a difference between the center position and
feature point of the camera mounted on the UAV. Therefore, it can be confirmed that a drift
appeared in the feature point displacement on the marker. Using signal processing tech-
niques such as filtering and data smoothing, a clean mm-unit displacement was obtained
as shown in the figure on the right. The inset of Figure 9b shows the displacement results
that are combined from multiple feature points.

In the impact case, the time history result appears as free vibration due to the low
damping of the cable. And in the sinusoidal excitation case, the amplitude increases during
the 10 s of the excitation, and then free oscillation occurs when the excitation is stopped.

The experiment was performed twice for each load condition and FPS setting. The
results according to the camera’s FPS setting (i.e., 50 FPS, 120 FPS) do not differ significantly
when viewed with the naked eye. However, in order to avoid aliasing according to the
Nyquist–Shannon sampling theorem [45], which is a signal processing theory, the sampling
rate should be set to more than twice the highest frequency component of the vibration
signal. Therefore, in this study, the eigenmode of the cable below 25 Hz was used for
tension estimation in order to compare the results according to the difference between the
two FPS.

Figure 9. Displacement time history (Impact case) (a) 50 FPS, (b) 50 FPS (filtered), (c) 120 FPS,
(d) 120 FPS (filtered).
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Figure 10. Displacement time history (sinusoidal excitation case) (a) 50 FPS, (b) 50 FPS (filtered),
(c) 120 FPS, (d) 120 FPS (filtered).

Figure 11 show the result obtained by performing FFT on the time history data
(i.e., Figure 10d) obtained at 120 FPS for the sine load. When generating displacement
data, signal processing techniques such as filtering and data smoothing were implemented
in the same way as the shaking table test, so it can be confirmed that the peak appeared
clearly in the frequency domain. The selected peaks in the frequency domain are used
for modal analysis in vibrating systems. Peaks expressed in the frequency domain as
eigen-modes of the system are intuitively revealed and are therefore widely used [46,47]. A
common strategy relating to the peak picking method is to select the maximum value in the
frequency domain of the structural response as the peak and each peak in a user-defined
sub-frequency range. In the PSD result, the circles represent the peaks derived via the peak
picking method. The frequency corresponding to each peak represents the natural mode
frequency of the cable. In this study, to reduce the error, the first or higher frequencies
among the frequencies obtained through the peak-picking method were excluded. To
compare 50 FPS and 120 FPS results, a value of less than 25 Hz was used. As a result,
natural frequencies from the first mode to the fifth mode of the cable were obtained. Table 2
shows the natural frequency values for each mode of the cable obtained through this
method.

The results of linear regression, ( fn/n)2 = a + bn2, using the values in Table 2 are
shown in Figure 12. In the linear model, the slope (a) and the intercept (b) were calculated
to be −0.00084 and 10.98, respectively. Then, the tension of the cable was estimated to be
25.86 kN using the following formula: T = 4ml2b.
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Figure 11. Peak-picking result with regard to the PSD response.

Table 2. Natural mode frequencies of cable in experiment.

Mode (n) 1 2 3 4 5

Natural
frequency (Hz) 3.28 6.68 9.96 13.24 16.52

Figure 12. Linear regression result.

In this study, the experiments were conducted twice with different loads (i.e., sine
loads and impact loads) and FPS (i.e., 50 FPS and 120 FPS). The acceleration was measured
by fixing the sampling frequency to 120 Hz. Figure 13 compares the tension results obtained
using the conventional method versus the proposed method. The x-axis in the figure shows
50 and 120 FPS, respectively, for subscripts 1 and 2 of the load. As a result, the average of
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the tension values using the conventional method and the proposed method was found to
be 24.89 kN and 25.77 kN, respectively, with an error of 3.54%. In this experiment, there is
a possibility that the noise was included in the data because the impact load was applied
using manpower. When considering only the sine load, which uses an exciter, the error
rate was reduced to 1.69%. Therefore, it can be verified that the proposed method is a valid
tension estimation method.

Figure 13. Comparison of tension estimation results of the sensor-based conventional method and
the proposed method.

5. Conclusions

In this paper, a non-contact cable tension estimation method using a camera mounted
on an unmanned aerial vehicle and an ArUco marker is proposed. There are many advan-
tages of using ArUco markers as fiducial markers. The RoI can be selected automatically
from the video frame both quickly and accurately. And since it is a fiducial marker, the
marker’s ID can be quickly determined. Estimating cable tension in cable-supported
bridges with dozens of cables is time consuming and costly. Existing vision-based cable
tension estimation methods require a camera to be installed at a fixed location, and there
are difficulties with the RoI selection and cable information management. Therefore, it is
difficult to apply the existing vision-based cable tension estimation method to the field.
However, the proposed method using a UAV and an ArUco marker has the advantage of
overcoming the existing methods and estimating cable tension quickly, without compli-
cated settings. In particular, it is possible to quickly estimate the tension of the cable by
including the information of the ArUco measured cable, and efficiently manage the cable
measurement data. In this study, an experiment was conducted to measure the dynamic
response of a structure using a UAV and an ArUco marker to determine its accuracy..
Optical flow was implemented to extract feature points from the automatically selected
RoI and to extract motion vectors between two adjacent frames. Two experiments were
performed to verify the performance of the proposed method. In the shaking table test, it
was examined whether the dynamic data could be obtained accurately under the hovering
condition of the UAV. The experiment was performed at an input vibration range from 1 Hz
to 10 Hz, and it was verified that the dynamic response of the cable was calculated precisely
via signal processing. Next, a lab-scale experiment was performed using an 11.8 m cable.
In order to estimate the tension of the cable, the vibration method, which has been verified
in many studies, was implemented. To validate the performance of the proposed method,
a comparison was made with the vibration method using accelerometers. As a result, the
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average error between the tension values obtained through the proposed method and the
existing method was 3.54%. The results show that the proposed method of using a UAV
is a promising method with which to estimate the cable tension. In future research, we
intend to apply the proposed method using a cloud computer on an actual bridge. Our
aim is to check the tension by entering the information about the cable of the bridge into
several ArUco markers and sending the video taken from the drone to the cloud computer.
As such, structural health monitoring of bridge structures using UAVs is expected to have
applications in many fields while overcoming existing limitations.
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