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Abstract

:

Vehicle target detection is a key technology for reconnaissance unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs). However, in order to obtain a larger reconnaissance field of view, this type of UAV generally flies at a higher altitude, resulting in a relatively small proportion of vehicle targets in its imaging images. Moreover, due to the unique nature of the mission, previously unseen vehicle types are prone to appearing in the surveillance area. Additionally, it is challenging for large-scale detectors based on deep learning to achieve real-time performance on UAV computing equipment. To address these problems, we propose a vehicle object detector specifically designed for UAVs in this paper. We have made modifications to the backbone of Faster R-CNN based on the target and scene characteristics. We have improved the positioning accuracy of small-scale imaging targets by adjusting the size and ratio of anchors. Furthermore, we have introduced a postprocessing method for out-of-distribution detection, enabling the designed detector to detect and distinguish untrained vehicle types. Additionally, to tackle the scarcity of reconnaissance images, we have constructed two datasets using modeling and image rendering techniques. We have evaluated our method on these constructed datasets. The proposed method achieves a 96% mean Average Precision at IoU threshold 0.5 (mAP50) on trained objects and a 71% mAP50 on untrained objects. Equivalent flight experiments demonstrate that our model, trained on synthetic data, can achieve satisfactory detection performance and computational efficiency in practical applications.
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1. Introduction


In recent years, unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) have increasingly played crucial roles in civilian and military applications, such as outdoor surveying, urban remote sensing, and ground reconnaissance [1,2,3]. For UAV ground reconnaissance missions, airborne optical equipment is commonly used for information collection. Consequently, the rapid and accurate detection and identification of collected image data have become pressing issues to address. Furthermore, due to the high-altitude flight nature of UAVs, ground target imaging occupies only a small portion of the overall image. Detecting small targets amidst vast and complex ground backgrounds is an exceptionally challenging task. As a result, numerous research efforts have been devoted to small target detection [4,5,6,7,8,9]. Although these studies have improved the model’s ability to detect small objects, they have also introduced computational delays due to increased model complexity. Differing from previous research, this paper focuses on the characteristics of target imaging, eliminates model redundancy, and enhances both detection accuracy and inference speed.



By considering the characteristics of UAV aerial images and the computing power of the laboratory’s current airborne equipment, this paper selects a deep-learning-based model as the detection algorithm. To the best of our knowledge, the majority of existing airborne detection algorithms are based on one-stage detectors [10]. However, previous research indicates that one-stage detectors suffer from the trade-off between positioning and classification, resulting in low positioning accuracy for small target detection [11]. On the other hand, two-stage target detectors separate the tasks of positioning and classification, leading to higher positioning accuracy but slower computational speed. To address this issue, our study aims to customize and modify a two-stage target detector to make it suitable for small target detection in the context of UAVs. Furthermore, we simplify the model to increase its computational speed. Among the various two-stage target detection algorithms, Faster R-CNN [12] is a widely used and well-established method with numerous open-source code implementations and relevant research. Hence, we select Faster R-CNN as the base detector for our approach. In reconnaissance applications, there is a challenge of encountering previously unseen instances of certain target types, which makes it difficult for existing target detectors to recognize them. This challenge is particularly relevant to UAV surveillance. Additionally, since Faster R-CNN is a generic object detector, we need to enhance it specifically for ground vehicle object detection. Lastly, the scarcity of UAV reconnaissance image data poses another challenge that needs to be addressed.



To address the aforementioned challenges, we propose an open set vehicle object detection method specifically designed for UAV ground reconnaissance. Our contributions can be summarized as follows:




	
We construct two datasets of vehicle targets captured from the perspective of drone aerial photography, effectively overcoming the issue of data scarcity in this research area.



	
We design a backbone network tailored for detecting small targets within complex backgrounds. Additionally, we adjust the anchors of the region proposal network (RPN) to enhance detection accuracy and speed.



	
We introduce a postprocessing classification method based on out-of-distribution detection, enabling the identification of vehicle classes that were not encountered during the training phase.








The rest of this manuscript is organized as follows: in Section 2, we present a review of the relevant literature on object detection and out-of-distribution detection algorithms. Section 3 outlines the structure of our designed object detector and describes the improvements made. Experimental results are provided in Section 4 to validate the effectiveness of our proposed method. Finally, we conclude this paper in Section 5.




2. Related Work


2.1. Object Detection Algorithm


Current state-of-the-art vision-based target detection algorithms predominantly rely on deep learning methods [13]. These methods can be broadly categorized into three types based on their model architectures: anchor-free detectors, one-stage detectors, and two-stage detectors.



Anchor-free detectors, such as CenterNet [14] and ExtremeNet [15], do not depend on predefined anchors for detection. Two-stage detectors, such as Faster R-CNN and SPPNet [16], first locate the object’s position and then classify it. On the other hand, single-stage detectors, exemplified by the classic SSD [17] and the YOLO series [18] of detection algorithms, simultaneously classify and locate objects.



Furthermore, some researchers have recently integrated ideas from the Natural Language Processing (NLP) field into computer vision-based target detection. For instance, ViT FRCNN [19] utilizes the Vision Transformer (ViT) architecture. However, these algorithms are primarily designed for general object detection and are not specifically tailored for small target detection in the context of UAVs.




2.2. Object Detection Algorithm for UAV


In order to cater to the requirements of UAV applications, researchers have been actively designing algorithms that consider the specific characteristics of these tasks. For example, H. Zhou et al. [11] made improvements to the YOLOV4 algorithm by optimizing the convolution operation and independently designing the localization and classification modules in the detection algorithm. Y. Liu et al. introduced a supervised spatial attention module (SSAM) to enhance target focus [20]. Y. Li et al. proposed the MBSSD mechanism for UAV surveillance, which addressed the issue of limited sample size through transfer learning [21]. These algorithms are all research efforts that take into account the application context; however, they do not possess the ability to recognize new categories when faced with open scenes.




2.3. Out-of-Distribution Detection Algorithm


The study of out-of-distribution (OOD) detection originated from a simple baseline method that utilizes the maximum softmax probability (MSP) as the score for in-distribution (ID)/out-of-distribution discrimination [22]. Among these methods, postprocessing techniques offer significant advantages as they do not require modifying the original training model. This advantage is crucial in real-world production scenarios where the cost of retraining the model may be prohibitive. ODIN [23] is a postprocessing method that enhances the ID/OOD score difference through temperature scaling and input perturbations. This method demonstrates that using sufficiently large temperatures converts softmax scores back into logit space, effectively discriminating between ID and OOD data.



Unlike confidence calibration, which focuses on representing the true correctness of ID data, ODIN scores aim to maximize the gap between ID and OOD data. Building on these insights, this study introduces the concept of postprocessing OOD to enable the recognition of new category objects during open detection.





3. Proposed Method


In this paper, our focus is on detecting vehicle targets from the perspective of UAVs. Due to the small proportion of vehicle target pixels in the imagery captured by UAV airborne cameras and the potential occurrence of vehicle categories that were not encountered during training, the current deep-learning-based target detection algorithms require a large amount of training data to perform effectively. To support our study, we have designed a method for constructing the dataset within the proposed object detection framework.



Initially, we utilized open-source modeling and rendering software, Blender, to create models of 10 different types of vehicle targets and 11 distinct styles of landform scenes. Next, we combined the vehicle objects with the scenes to generate variations of vehicle objects appearing in different environments. Finally, leveraging the rendering engine of the software, we synthesized images of vehicles captured from the UAV’s aerial perspective, considering different lighting conditions within various scenes. These synthesized images form the basis of our dataset.



Once we have obtained the vehicle image data, the target detection algorithm requires the extraction of image features using a backbone network. In our research, we have selected Faster R-CNN as the base detection framework. The backbone network in general object detection algorithms facilitates multi-scale object detection through its large receptive field. In the original Faster R-CNN, VGG16 [24] is utilized as the backbone, with an input size of 1000 × 600 pixels. However, in UAV aerial images, even vehicles occupy a small proportion of the image, and there may not be significant variations among different vehicles. Considering these imaging characteristics of vehicle targets in UAV aerial images, it is unnecessary for the backbone network to possess an excessively large receptive field to cover the entire imaging domain. Therefore, custom modifications to the backbone network are necessary, taking into account the specific requirements of detecting vehicle targets in UAV aerial images.



The accuracy of object localization achieved by the RPN network is crucial for the overall performance of the Faster R-CNN algorithm. To improve target localization, we enhance the accuracy by using predefined anchors that closely align with the actual target size and aspect ratio. This approach significantly improves the positioning accuracy of the RPN network, especially considering the small proportion of imaging pixels occupied by vehicle targets from the UAV perspective and the minimal scale variation among the vehicles. The current target detection algorithms based on deep learning are primarily designed using convolutional neural networks (CNNs), where the input and output sizes are fixed during the design and training stages. Consequently, these models can only detect predefined categories of objects during the model prediction stage. To enable the model to recognize untrained vehicle classes, we introduce an out-of-distribution (OOD) detection method in the RoI detection head. This method is incorporated in a postprocessing manner and does not affect the original training process of the algorithm. By employing OOD detection, the model gains the capability to identify and distinguish untrained vehicle types that may appear during inference. This enhancement allows the model to handle novel vehicle classes that were not encountered during training without requiring modifications to the training process itself.



The overall structure of the proposed detector is illustrated in Figure 1. The synthetic data generation module employs techniques such as 3D modeling and image rendering to generate vehicle image data from the UAV’s perspective, considering various lighting conditions and scenes. For the backbone network, we reduce the receptive field by decreasing the number of convolutional layers to match the image size of vehicle targets in aerial images. Additionally, we incorporate the SENet attention module [25], which attenuates irrelevant feature channels while enhancing relevant feature channels. This helps address the issue of small targets being overwhelmed by complex backgrounds. To preserve the original image information without increasing the computational overhead, we design a downsampling network layer to replace the image downsampling step in the preprocessing stage. This ensures that the original image details are retained. The out-of-distribution detection module enables the recognition of unfamiliar vehicle categories by postprocessing the classification probabilities. This module operates separately and does not impact the original training process of the algorithm. Finally, the detection results are obtained by combining the localization and classification recognition, providing the final output of the detector.



3.1. Synthetic Data Generation


To address the scarcity of UAV aerial reconnaissance photography data, we employ data synthesis techniques to construct image datasets. The goal is to avoid monotony in the background and target states of the dataset. We utilize two methods to increase the diversity of images in the database, as illustrated in Figure 2.



To increase the diversity of the image dataset, we employed two approaches. Firstly, we modeled the scene in multiple styles to cover various real ground forms and minimize the impact of a single background on the vehicle images, as depicted in Figure 2a. Additionally, we introduced random variations in the position of the vehicle on the ground, which enhances the diversity of positive and negative samples and reduces the influence of irrelevant factors on the model.



Apart from modeling diverse scene styles, we also considered multiple types of vehicles in the dataset. This prevents the RPN positioning network from overfitting due to a small number of vehicle target categories, enabling the detection of unfamiliar vehicles in open scenes.



Considering the variations in UAV flying heights, the pixel ratio of the vehicle target in aerial images changes accordingly. Hence, we synthesized imaging data of vehicle targets under UAV aerial photography at two heights: 150 m and 300 m, as shown in Figure 2b. It is evident from the figure that, when the vehicle is 300 m away from the UAV, its imaging pixel ratio is significantly smaller.



During the modeling process, the vehicles were modeled in a 1:1 scale based on real vehicles, with the height accurately represented. When rendering, the intensity of ambient light was randomly adjusted to simulate different meteorological conditions in real scenes. The rendered output images have a size of 1920 × 1080 pixels.




3.2. Backbone Design


Faster R-CNN has demonstrated that using VGG16 as its backbone is effective in handling detection tasks with targets of different scales. However, for our specific application of aerial vehicle object detection, we made modifications to make it more suitable and also significantly reduce the network size. This modification aims to accelerate the inference speed of the entire detection network, enabling fast detection from the perspective of UAVs. Figure 3 illustrates the comparison between the modified backbone and the original VGG16 backbone.



Compared to the original VGG16 backbone network, the modified network, DSR4-VGG16, reduces the number of convolutional layers, computational complexity, and receptive field. This modification is done because the research objects have a small proportion of pixels in the image and there are no large-scale objects to be detected. The modified backbone does not compromise the detection ability of the overall detector.



The modified backbone, R4-VGG16, reduces the original 13 convolutional layers to 4 layers, providing a more suitable architecture for small object detection. Additionally, an attention mechanism is introduced in the backbone to suppress background features and enhance the features of the detected objects.



To address the issue of preprocessing methods potentially destroying the pixels of small objects, the first convolutional layer of the backbone is modified to include downsampling functionality. This modification, referred to as DSR4-VGG16, increases the convolutional step size, effectively preventing the destruction of small object pixels and improving the detection accuracy of small objects without significantly increasing computational costs. Figure 4 illustrates the specific structure of our proposed backbone network, DSR4-VGG16.




3.3. RPN’s Anchor Adjustment


The Faster R-CNN algorithm utilizes a region proposal network (RPN) for object localization by employing predefined anchors with fixed sizes and ratios on the input image. These anchors assist in regression learning to accurately locate the targets. However, the default anchor size and aspect ratio used in the original Faster R-CNN may not be suitable for detecting vehicle targets from the perspective of UAVs, where adjustments are necessary.



To address this issue, this study examines the positioning principle of the RPN network and conducts statistical analysis on the pixel size and aspect ratio of vehicles in the vehicle image data. The statistical results of the vehicle target’s pixel size are presented in Table 1. The table reveals that, when aerial photography is conducted at a height of 150 m, the average pixel size of the vehicle target is 84 × 84 pixels. Similarly, at a height of 300 m, the average pixel size reduces to 38 × 38 pixels. It is worth noting that the pixel sizes of the vehicle targets exhibit consistency in both length and width dimensions. This observation indirectly indicates that the vehicle targets in the constructed dataset are sufficiently randomized in orientation and possess diverse data representations.



The statistical results of the aspect ratio of the vehicle target’s imaging pixels are depicted in Figure 5. To enhance clarity, reciprocal processing is applied when the ratio is less than 1. Figure 5 reveals that the aspect ratio of the vehicle target is primarily concentrated around two ratios: 1:1 and 2:1. Considering that the proportion of target pixels in this study is small compared to the target pixel size of the public dataset, the distinction between the 1:1 and 2:1 ratios is not significant at this stage.



Taking into account the potential computational efficiency, the anchor ratio of the original Faster R-CNN algorithm is adjusted from (1:2, 1:1, 2:1) to (1:1) in this study. By doing so, the number of convolution kernels can be reduced by three times if only the 1:1 ratio is chosen. Additionally, for the dataset corresponding to the aerial photography height of 150 m, the anchor size is adjusted from the original (128, 256, 512) to (80). Similarly, for the aerial photography altitude of 300 m, the anchor size is adjusted to (40).




3.4. Open Set Vehicle Recognition


In the field of image classification, a common problem arises when deploying a trained classification model to an actual scene: when presented with an image of a new class that the model has never seen before, the model tends to make incorrect predictions. We also encountered a similar problem when deploying our trained model to real scenes, where the model could detect unfamiliar vehicle targets but often assigned incorrect labels. However, we noticed that the probability assigned to untrained vehicle classes was usually very low, although there were a few cases with high probability scores.



In the Faster R-CNN target detection framework, the target positioning and classification are performed separately. The region proposal network handles target positioning, while the RoI detection head is responsible for classifying the positioning results and refining the positioning accuracy. Therefore, we identified the RoI detection head as a potential source of the problem.



To address these issues and enable the trained model to have certain positioning and classification abilities for emerging vehicles, we introduce an out-of-distribution detection method. After the RoI detection head calculates the logits for each predefined category, a softmax operation is performed on the logits to obtain the probability vector. Based on this probability vector, we determine whether the target at the positioning point belongs to a sample within the known distribution or outside of it. If it belongs to a sample outside of the distribution, we label it as an “Unknown Vehicle”.



In this paper, we adopt ODIN, an out-of-distribution detection method. ODIN applies temperature scaling and input preprocessing to the maximum softmax probability (MSP), which enhances the differentiation between samples within and outside the known distribution, leading to accurate out-of-distribution detection. Considering the need for the model to classify predicted samples twice, we only introduce temperature scaling in this study to achieve efficient out-of-distribution detection while reducing model complexity and computational overhead.



Assume that the neural network   f = (  f 1  , … ,  f N  )   is trained to classify N classes. For each RoI x, the MSP score(x) is calculated by f as:


    s c o r e ( x ) = max      p 1  , … ,  p N           p i  =   exp (  f i  ( x ) )     ∑  j = 1  N   exp (  f j  ( x ) )        



(1)




where fi(x) is the logits value of RoI x corresponding to class i, pi is its classification probability after using the softmax function, the max function is used to select the MSP to judge the distribution of x, and the score(x) is the MSP score(x) for RoI x.



The larger the score(x) of ROI x is, the more likely it is that it belongs to the ID sample; otherwise, it may belong to the OOD sample.



In this paper, we calculate MSP score(x) as:


    s c o r e ( x ) = max      p 1  , … ,  p N           p i  =   exp (  f i  ( x ) / T )     ∑  j = 1  N   exp (  f j  ( x ) / T )        



(2)




where   T ∈  R +    is the temperature scaling parameter and set to 1 during the training. Previous work [26] has demonstrated that using temperature scaling can separate the softmax scores between in-distribution and out-of-distribution images, making out-of-distribution detection efficient. In addition, x, fi(x), pi, max function are the same as Formula (1).



Next, we compare the calibrated MSP score(x) with a threshold δ. If score(x) is greater than the threshold, the sample x is classified as ID and the corresponding category label is attached; otherwise, it is classified as OOD and an “Unknown Vehicle” label is attached. Mathematically, it can be described as:


  y ( x ) =     arg  max i   p i    i f    MSP    s c o r e ( x ) ≥ δ     N + 1   i f    MSP    s c o r e ( x ) < δ      



(3)




where δ is the distribution discrimination threshold, MSP score(x), N, pi are the same as Formula (1), and y(x) is the label assigned for RoI x. In this study, we empirically set δ to 0.8.



By employing this form of out-of-distribution detection based on classification probabilities during postprocessing, the original model can be empowered to identify potential objects in the scene that were not encountered during training, referred to as untrained categories, without the need for retraining.



In this research on target detection, we deviate from conventional approaches by addressing the issue of misidentification of out-of-distribution samples that is commonly encountered in model deployment.



In conclusion, we utilized open-source modeling and rendering software to construct two vehicle datasets from the perspective of UAV aerial photography. To tackle the challenge of detecting small targets in complex backgrounds and reduce model complexity, we modified the backbone of the detector from VGG16 to DSR4-VGG16 based on the convolution calculation method and its data flow direction. To enhance target positioning accuracy and speed, we conducted statistical analysis on the size and proportion of target imaging and accordingly adjusted the anchor size and proportion. Furthermore, to address the problem of vehicle target recognition in open scenes, we introduced an out-of-distribution detection method based on classification probabilities as a postprocessing step, enabling the model to identify emerging classes beyond the predetermined types.





4. Experiments


In order to evaluate the proposed vehicle target detection algorithm for open scenes, we initially constructed two specific datasets. One of these datasets was used as a test set for conducting experiments to compare the detection performance and inference speed. The other dataset was utilized as a validation set to assess the recognition capability of the proposed algorithm when encountering new sample classes. Finally, we designed a corresponding flight experiment to verify the detection and inference performance of the proposed algorithm on a small UAV.



4.1. Datasets and Evaluation Criteria


The algorithm we developed focuses on vehicle target detection from the perspective of UAVs. For this study, we constructed 10 different types of vehicle models. Additionally, to maximize the available data, we created 11 ground scenes to position our vehicle models. Since our goal is to simulate the UAV’s perspective in capturing vehicle images, we needed to set specific parameters for the rendering camera. To ensure consistency with the subsequent equivalent flight experiments, we configured the rendering camera parameters to match those of the flight experiment camera, with an output resolution of 1920 × 1080 pixels and a field of view of 85°. During the rendering process, two camera heights were selected, as depicted in Figure 6. One height was set at approximately 300 m to simulate capturing vehicle targets under high-altitude conditions, while the other was set at around 150 m to simulate capturing vehicle targets under low-altitude conditions.



A total of 1356 images were collected and labeled at a height of 300 m, and it was named BIT-VEHICLE10-300. We have made this dataset publicly available for research [27]. The collected dataset is divided into training set, validation set, and test set, consisting of 814, 271, and 271 images, respectively. Additionally, a total of 1555 images were collected and labeled at a height of 150 m, named BIT-VEHICLE10-150, and it is also publicly available for research [27]. The dataset is divided into a training set, validation set, and test set, containing 1046, 250, and 259 images, respectively. During the data synthesis process, we varied the intensity of light sources to simulate the lighting conditions of UAVs in real environments, ensuring diversity in lighting conditions. An example image is shown in Figure 6a, where the vehicle barrel’s shadow on the ground is clearly visible due to the lighting settings.



For algorithm performance evaluation, we utilize common metrics in object detection, including mean average precision (mAP) and frames per second (FPS). Intersection over Union (IoU) is used to measure the overlap between ground truth and predicted bounding boxes. mAP evaluates classification and localization performance based on IoU and class confidence scores during prediction. FPS measures the algorithm’s inference speed on a specific computing platform. In this study, we calculate two types of average precision using IoU thresholds of 0.50 and 0.70 (referred to as mAP50 and mAP70) to assess the algorithm’s positioning accuracy in more detail. The mAP metric follows the VOC2007 criteria [28]. FPS is determined by averaging the inference speed during model testing.




4.2. Implementation Details and Settings


We selected Faster R-CNN as our baseline model because our proposed detection network is designed based on the Faster R-CNN algorithm framework. To evaluate the contributions of each component in our method, we conducted ablation experiments on the BIT-VEHICLE10-300 dataset. For comparison, we implemented several object detection models on the BIT-VEHICLE10-300 dataset, including SSD, YOLOv4 [29], PPYOLOv2 [30], Faster R-CNN (based on VGG16 as the backbone), FR-H [31], SCRDet [32], PPYOLO [33], PPYOLOE [34], FCOS [35], and PicoDet_s [36]. These models include both single-stage and two-stage detectors. All detectors were trained using images of the same size (640 × 360 pixels) and pretrained models on the COCO dataset [37] to facilitate faster and better convergence. The training period was set to 15 epochs, the initial learning rate was set to 0.001, and the optimizer used was Adam. The learning rate was decayed by a factor of 0.1 at the 11th epoch, and the batch size was set to 1. To evaluate the recognition ability of our proposed algorithm on new vehicle categories, we tested it on the BIT-VEHICLE10-150 dataset. All training and testing experiments were performed on an NVIDIA RTX 2070 GPU. In the flight experiments, we deployed the models trained on the host machine to drones equipped with Nvidia Jetson Xavier NX.




4.3. Experiment Results


4.3.1. Ablation Experiment


To analyze the effectiveness of our proposed components, we conducted ablation studies on anchor adjustment, backbone redesign, and method integration.



Anchor Adjustment. We investigated the impact of adjusting the size and scale of the anchor based on Faster R-CNN. Figure 7 illustrates the change in model loss and detection performance (mAP) on the validation set during the training process. Figure 7a shows that the model parameters can quickly converge when adjusting the anchor. Figure 7b demonstrates that the performance of the anchor-adjusted model is improved to some extent, particularly when IOU = 0.5. The final test results on the test set are presented in Table 2. The data in the table indicates that adjusting the anchor enhances the detection performance of the detector, especially when comparing performance under two different IOU thresholds. The accuracy has significantly improved.



Backbone Redesign. Backbone Redesign: The backbone redesign involves three components: adding the attention module, reducing the network layer of the original backbone, and modifying the first convolutional layer as a downsampling convolutional layer.



SENet-VGG16. In SENet-VGG16, a SENet module is incorporated into the original VGG16 backbone to enhance target-related features and suppress background-related features on the feature channel. The experimental results are presented in Figure 8 and Table 3. Compared to the detector based on the original VGG16 backbone, the introduction of SENet improves the mAP50 and mAP70 in terms of detection performance. This demonstrates that incorporating the attention mechanism into the feature extraction process can enhance the accuracy of detecting small objects in large scenes.



RX-VGG16. R4-VGG16, R5-VGG16, and R7-VGG16 are variants of the original VGG16 backbone with a reduced number of convolutional layers. Specifically, R4-VGG16 has four convolutional layers, R5-VGG16 has five convolutional layers, and R7-VGG16 has six convolutional layers. This reduction in the number of layers aims to decrease the receptive field and maintain high spatial resolution, thereby minimizing the impact of deep networks on small object detection.



Table 4 and Figure 9 present the experimental results of detectors based on different variants of VGG16. Compared to the original VGG16 backbone, R4-VGG16, R5-VGG16, and R7-VGG16 detectors show significant improvements in detection accuracy and computational efficiency. Particularly, R4-VGG16 achieves a remarkable increase in detection accuracy, with a 30% improvement in mAP50 and a 37% improvement in mAP70. It also demonstrates a computational efficiency improvement of 5 fps. However, it is worth noting that R4-VGG16 has lower computational efficiency compared to R5-VGG16 due to the removal of an additional pooling layer, resulting in larger feature maps and increased data volume in subsequent layers.



DSN-VGG16. DSN-VGG16 modifies the first convolutional layer of the original VGG16 backbone by converting it into a downsampling convolutional layer. This modification aims to maintain computational efficiency while preserving the original image information, thereby minimizing its impact on small object detection. The experimental results, depicted in Figure 10 and Table 5, showcase the performance of the detector based on DSN-VGG16. In comparison to the detector based on the original VGG16 backbone, the DSN-VGG16-based detector exhibits no impact on computational speed while demonstrating certain improvements in detection accuracy. Specifically, there is a 6% increase in mAP performance when IOU = 0.7, indicating a significant enhancement in the positioning accuracy for small targets. This improvement is achieved by implementing the downsampling network layer to replace the downsampling in the image preprocessing stage.



Method Integration. DSR4-Faster R-CNN-AA: DSR4-Faster R-CNN-AA is an improved method that integrates the four aforementioned enhancement techniques. The experimental results, depicted in Figure 11 and Table 6, illustrate the performance of the proposed DSR4-Faster R-CNN-AA compared to the baseline method, Faster R-CNN. The improved method exhibits significant enhancements in both detection accuracy and computational efficiency.



When the input image resolution is set to 960 × 540 pixels, DSR4-Faster R-CNN-AA outperforms the original detector in terms of mAP50, which is increased by 33%, and mAP70, which is increased by 57%. Additionally, the frames per second (FPS) is improved by 8 fps. These improvements highlight the substantial enhancement in the proposed method’s ability to accurately detect small targets, with an mAP70 reaching 67%.



Table 6 reveals that, when the input image size is reduced, the performance of the original detector decreases significantly. However, the proposed DSR4-Faster R-CNN-AA method experiences only a slight decrease in detection performance, but it still outperforms the original detector, even when the input image size is not reduced. The mAP50 remains high at 68%, and the detector achieves a faster processing speed, reaching 37 fps. In practical scenarios, the image size can be adjusted based on the desired trade-off between detection accuracy and speed.




4.3.2. Results of BIT-VEHICLE10-300 Datasets


We conducted a comparison of the detection performance between our designed method and several existing object detectors using the BIT-VEHICLE10-300 dataset, with an input image size of 640 × 360 pixels. The results of the tests are presented in Table 7. From the table, it is evident that our designed method outperforms other methods in terms of detection performance. It achieves an mAP50 of 81% and an mAP70 of 45%, while maintaining a detection speed that is twice as fast as the baseline method (32.4 fps).



Among the compared methods, the single-stage detector YOLOv4 exhibits the fastest detection speed, but its detection accuracy, as measured by mAP50, is only 9%. The superior performance of our designed method can be attributed to the following factors: (1) adjusting the anchor size and scale to be more closely aligned with the objects being detected, thereby improving the detector’s positioning accuracy; (2) incorporating SENet, which enhances the feature extraction capability of the modified backbone by suppressing background interference features and emphasizing target-related features; (3) reducing the number of convolutional layers in the backbone, which improves the spatial resolution of feature extraction and enhances the focus on small objects; (4) employing downsampling convolution instead of image downsampling preprocessing, thereby avoiding the loss of original image information; (5) reducing the number of convolutional layers in the modified backbone by three times, resulting in faster detection speed.



Figure 12 showcases some detection results from the BIT-VEHICLE10-300 dataset using both the baseline method Faster R-CNN and our algorithm. It is apparent that our algorithm exhibits a stronger ability to detect small targets without missing detections and achieves higher accuracy in terms of target positioning and bounding box drawing.




4.3.3. Results of BIT-VEHICLE10-150 Datasets


The design of our method takes into account the scenario where vehicle classes that were not included in the training data appear during the prediction stage. We address this by introducing an out-of-distribution detection method that identifies out-of-distribution vehicle classes based on the classification probabilities calculated by the RoI detection head. This design offers two advantages. Firstly, it avoids the need to retrain the original network model. Secondly, it does not increase the complexity of the original network model.



To demonstrate the detection capability of the proposed method when encountering such scenarios, we trained and tested the open-set-oriented detection method DSR4-Faster R-CNN-AA-O on the BIT-VEHICLE10-150 dataset. The experimental results are presented in Table 8. As shown in the table, the designed detection method achieves a detection accuracy of 71% for mAP50 and 36% for mAP70. Most vehicle categories exhibit detection accuracy ranging from 80% to 90%. Although the detection accuracy for the newly emerging vehicle class “Unknown Vehicle” is relatively low at 42%, the method still demonstrates the ability to distinguish untrained vehicle classes from the trained ones.



Figure 13 illustrates the visualization results obtained from using Faster R-CNN and our designed algorithm for detecting classes that include untrained vehicles. When encountering untrained vehicle objects, Faster R-CNN tends to produce incorrect classification results with low confidence probabilities. As a result, these instances are typically ignored during the visualization process. However, the proposed algorithm is capable of recognizing untrained vehicle objects that the model cannot confidently identify as emerging vehicles, leveraging the confidence probabilities generated by the algorithm.





4.4. Flight Experiments


Because the proposed detection algorithm is trained and evaluated using synthetic data, we conducted an equivalent UAV flight experiment to validate the effectiveness of the algorithm in real-world scenarios. We deployed the entire proposed method during the UAV flight experiment.



4.4.1. Experiment Settings


The UAV used in the experiment is a quadrotor UAV developed by our lab. It is equipped with an onboard optical camera and an action camera. The optical camera is mounted on the UAV’s head using a single-degree-of-freedom turntable, allowing remote control to adjust its attitude. This camera is primarily used for aerial photography, providing an overhead view of the ground. The action camera is fixed on the back of the UAV and is used to observe the horizon in high-altitude environments and assist in maintaining the UAV’s horizontal attitude.



During the experiment, we focused on using the optical camera for ground shooting. The camera captures images with a resolution of 1920 × 1080 pixels. To deploy our algorithm on the UAV, we utilized an Nvidia Jetson Xavier NX processor. In order to simulate ground vehicle targets, we placed a vehicle model outdoors. The size of the model is approximately 200 cm × 10 cm × 5 cm. The overall setup of the outdoor flight experiment can be seen in Figure 14.



The designed algorithm is implemented on the GPU of Nvidia Jetson Xavier NX using PyTorch 1.1.0. The entire UAV program runs on the Robot Operating System (ROS), and the ROSBAG tool is used to record onboard data during the experiment, including detection results and calculation speed during detection.



We conducted on-the-fly experiments using the aforementioned setup to verify the detection performance of our proposed method in real-world environments. To match the size of the vehicle model, the flying height of the UAV was set to 10 m to maintain consistency with the synthetic data. The flight experiment scene and ground shooting images are shown in Figure 15.




4.4.2. Results


It can be observed from the Figure 16 that our detection algorithm successfully detects small objects in a wide field of view, demonstrating the ability of our proposed algorithm to achieve high-resolution object detection. Additionally, the experiment environment in this case differs significantly from the synthetic data background, being more cluttered. However, our algorithm is not affected by the background and successfully detects the target. This is attributed to the attention enhancement module, which weakens background features and prevents the model from overfitting to background-related features. Despite the camera vibration during UAV shooting, resulting in lower image quality compared to synthetic data, our algorithm still performs target detection, indicating its capability to suppress background interference.



We re-evaluated the real-time performance of our proposed method using recorded experimental data with the ROSBAG tool. The recorded results of the algorithm’s runtime on the UAV using input images of different sizes are presented in Table 9. During our flight tests, we utilized an input image size of 960 × 540 pixels and, without the use of any acceleration library, the algorithm achieved a calculation speed of 11 fps. However, for images with an input size of 480 × 270 pixels, the average speed of our algorithm reached 19 fps, demonstrating a good detection performance that is sufficient to meet the real-time application requirements on UAVs.



Table 9 illustrates that the majority of the algorithm’s runtime is attributed to the network model inference. In future applications, we can leverage acceleration libraries such as TensorRT to optimize the network model’s runtime by achieving accelerated computations. This optimization can further enhance the real-time performance of our algorithm.






5. Conclusions


Aiming at the challenges of small-scale imaging, untrained vehicle categories, and airborne real-time requirements for UAV-to-ground vehicle detection, we designed a detector to solve the above detection problems. In order to conduct vehicle detection research, we use modeling and image rendering to construct two datasets of vehicles from the perspective of UAVs. We redesigned the backbone network, namely DSR4-VGG16, according to the characteristics of target imaging and evaluated its performance and speed through ablation experiments. For target positioning, we adjusted the size and scale of the anchor, which greatly improved the positioning accuracy of the detector. For the detection problem of untrained vehicles, we introduce a postprocessing out-of-distribution detection method, which realizes the positioning and differentiation of untrained vehicle objects without changing the original training model. In order to verify the effectiveness of the algorithm trained on synthetic data, we designed a UAV equivalent flight experiment to prove the effectiveness of this research approach. In the next step, we will make improvements in the acceleration of model deployment to enhance real-time performance.
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Figure 1. The proposed open set vehicle detection method consists of three main components: a synthetic data generation module, a backbone network, and an out-of-distribution detection module. This structure enables object localization and open set recognition. 
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Figure 2. The scene models and vehicle object models were constructed using 3D modeling and rendering software, and the rendered composite image data were outputted. (a) illustrates the 11 constructed scene models, while (b) represents the synthetic image data that were rendered and outputted for algorithm training. 
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Figure 3. The comparison of backbone networks includes VGG16, which serves as the backbone for Faster R-CNN, R4-VGG16, a modified backbone designed specifically for small object detection, and DSR4-VGG16, which incorporates SENet and downsampling network layers. 
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Figure 4. The structure of the backbone network DSR4-VGG16. Conv represents a convolutional layer. Relu represents the activation function. Pooling represents the pooling layer. SENet represents the attention network layer. 
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Figure 5. The statistical results of the aspect ratio of vehicle imaging pixels in the two datasets. (a) is the statistical result corresponding to the BIT-VEHICLE10-300, and (b) is the statistical result corresponding to the BIT-VEHICLE10-150. 
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Figure 6. (a) An example image from the vehicle dataset constructed at a height of 300 m. (b) An example image from the vehicle dataset constructed at a height of 150 m. 
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Figure 7. (a) The change in loss during training. (b) The change in detection accuracy of the model on the validation set during training. 
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Figure 8. (a) The change in loss during training. (b) The change in detection accuracy of the model on the validation set during training. 
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Figure 9. (a) The change in loss during training. (b) The change in detection accuracy of the model on the validation set during training. 
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Figure 10. (a) The change in loss during training. (b) The change in detection accuracy of the model on the validation set during training. 
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Figure 11. (a) The change in loss during training. (b) The change in detection accuracy of the model on the validation set during training. 
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Figure 12. Vehicle object detection experiment compared with other algorithms. (a) Detection results of the Faster R-CNN detector; (b) detection results of our designed detector. 
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Figure 13. Open set vehicle object detection experiment. (a) Detection results of the Faster R-CNN detector; (b) detection results of our designed detector. 
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Figure 14. Outdoor flight experiment device. (a) A UAV developed in the lab. (b) Nvidia Jetson Xavier NX. 
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Figure 15. The imaging effect of the outdoor flying site and the target at the equivalent flying height. 






Figure 15. The imaging effect of the outdoor flying site and the target at the equivalent flying height.



[image: Drones 07 00434 g015]







[image: Drones 07 00434 g016 550] 





Figure 16. Visualization of target detection at different UAV heights and positions in the outdoor flight experiment. 
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Table 1. Statistical results of vehicle image size in two datasets.
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	Dataset
	Width/Pixel
	Height/Pixel
	Mean/Pixel





	BIT-VEHICLE10-150
	46–123
	41–120
	84



	BIT-VEHICLE10-300
	18–48
	18–48
	38
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Table 2. Experiment results of anchor adjustment.
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	Method
	Anchor Adjustment
	mAP50
	mAP70
	FPS





	Faster R-CNN
	-
	63.64
	10.69
	15.1



	Faster R-CNN
	√
	72.35
	36.30
	15.1
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Table 3. Experiment results of adding SENet.
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	Backbone
	mAP50
	mAP70
	FPS





	VGG16
	63.64
	10.69
	15.1



	SENet-VGG16
	65.50
	12.99
	14.0










[image: Table] 





Table 4. Experiment results of reducing the network layer.
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	Backbone
	mAP50
	mAP70
	FPS





	VGG16
	63.64
	10.69
	15.1



	R7-VGG16
	65.79
	18.32
	19.4



	R5-VGG16
	66.90
	20.58
	24.3



	R4-VGG16
	93.80
	47.64
	20.4
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Table 5. Experiment results of modifying downsampling network layer.
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	Backbone
	mAP50
	mAP70
	FPS





	VGG16
	63.64
	10.69
	15.1



	DSN-VGG16
	64.53
	16.43
	12.4
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Table 6. Experiment results of method integration.
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Menthod

	
Image Input Size

	
mAP50

	
mAP70

	
FPS






	
Faster R-CNN

	
960 × 540

	
63.64

	
10.69

	
15.1




	
DSR4-Faster R-CNN-AA

	
96.17

	
67.13

	
23.3




	
Faster R-CNN

	
640 × 360

	
7.01

	
0.13

	
15.4




	
DSR4-Faster R-CNN-AA

	
81.02

	
44.95

	
32.4




	
Faster R-CNN

	
480 × 270

	
-

	
-

	
-




	
DSR4-Faster R-CNN-AA

	
68.44

	
31.57

	
36.9
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Table 7. Experiment results of vehicle object detection.
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	Method
	mAP50
	mAP70
	FPS





	SSD
	8.30
	2.44
	43.6



	YOLOv4
	9.44
	5.08
	60.7



	PPYOLO
	15.19
	6.21
	46.2



	PPYOLOv2
	14.78
	5.96
	30.8



	PPYOLOE_s
	7.97
	2.87
	47.9



	PPYOLOE_l
	12.52
	5.06
	29.1



	FCOS
	5.06
	1.99
	22.2



	PicoDet_s
	5.18
	1.69
	58.2



	Faster R-CNN
	7.01
	0.13
	15.4



	FR-H
	19.76
	9.57
	18.2



	SCRDet
	20.94
	11.26
	21.4



	DSR4-Faster R-CNN-AA(ours)
	81.02
	44.95
	32.4










[image: Table] 





Table 8. Experimental results on open set vehicle object detection.
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	Method
	mAP50
	mAP70
	FPS





	DSR4-Faster R-CNN-AA-O
	71.34
	36.58
	19.4










[image: Table] 





Table 9. Experimental results of real-time performance on a UAV device.
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	Image Input

Size
	Average Pre-Processing

Time (ms)
	Average

Inference

Time (ms)
	Average

Post-Processing

Time (ms)
	Average

Total Process

Time (ms)
	FPS





	960 × 540
	3.2
	82.4
	2.7
	88.3
	11.32



	640 × 360
	4.5
	53.2
	3.9
	61.6
	16.24



	480 × 270
	5.3
	44.2
	4.4
	53.9
	18.57
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