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ABSTRACT

This paper shows that the implementation of vision systems
benefits from the usage of sensing front-end chips with
embedded pre-processing capabilities  called CVIS. Such
embedded pre-processors reduce the number of data to be
delivered for ulterior processing. This strategy, which is also
adopted by natural vision systems, relaxes system-level
requirements regarding data storage and communications and
enables highly compact and fast vision systems. The paper
includes several proof-o-concept CVIS chips with embedded
pre-processing and illustrate their potential advantages.

INTRODUCTION

CMOS Image Sensors (CIS) market is dominated by smart
phones, notebooks, tablets and other consumer equipment [1].
The design of CIS front-ends for these applications is mostly
challenged by the necessity to reproduce and display captured
images with larger possible details [2]. Emphasis of these CISs
is on image data; they are data-centric front-ends. However, it
is well known that images data are largely redundant, and that
information contained into images can de extracted from
reduced subsets of the raw image data [3]. This motivates
interest on information-centric CISs; i.e. CISs with embedded
pre-processing and conceived to deliver information, instead of
raw data [4]. Because handling data is costly in terms of circuit
resources, area and power, these unconventional CISs may be
crucial to implement vision systems with fast response and
minimum Size, Weight and Power (SWaP), as required for
wireless sensor networks, unattended surveillance networks,
automotive, low payload UAVs, visual prosthesis and internet-
of-the-things, and in general whenever portable vision is
required. Using conventional CISs in these applications may
result into rather slow systems with prohibitive SWaP values
due to necessity to readout, encode, transmit and store
myriads of irrelevant data [5] [6]. 

Fig.1 illustrates differences between conventional data-
centric CISs and information-centric CIS. The latter may run
under different names, such as computational image sensors,
vision sensors, silicon retinas and the like. We use CVISs
(CMOS VIsion Sensors) to highlight their similarities with
conventional CISs regarding physical implementation. As Fig.1
shows, while the inputs of both CIS and CVIS are images
captured by photo-sensors placed in the focal-plane, their
primary outputs are of different nature. In the case of CIS, basic
outcomes are just images, commonly in digital format, either
grey-scale images or colour images, raw or corrected. CISs
may incorporate some degree of intelligence; however, their

smartness features are basically aimed to calibration, error
correction and other similar tasks [2]. On the contrary, the
outcomes of CVIS may not be images but either image

features i or even decisions based on the spatial-temporal
analysis of the information contained into the scene [5][6]. To
that purpose, CVISs must embed much larger intelligence than
CISs. Actually, CVIS architectures capable to extracting and
interpreting the information contained into images and
prompting sub-sequent reaction commands have been
explored for years at academia [7]-[12], and industrial
applications are recently ramping up [13]. Challenges of these
newer architectures are linked to the incorporation of computer
vision concepts to the design flow. The endeavour is ambitious
because imager architects and computer vision architects have
traditionally been disjoint groups with even different languages.
CVIS chips reported in this paper are examples of CVISs with
computer vision capabilities. 

CVIS CONCEPT

CVIS Versus CIS Front-ends 

Both CIS and CVIS chips are front-end devices of complex
hardware-software camera systems [14]. Roughly speaking the
front-end captures images and delivers data to a digital
processor. There is hence a border between the sensing front-
end and the processors. Differences between CIS and CVIS
can be linked to the positioning of this border. Fig.2 illustrates

i. Image features can be interpreted as characteristics of the informa-
tion contained into images; for instance the number of objects
included into an image, the location of maximum spots, etc.

FIGURE 1 ILLUSTRATING DIFFERENCES BETWEEN SCIS (TOP) AND CVIS (BOTTOM)
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this with reference to the sequence of operations of the vision
processing chain. Data are assumed to evolve as indicated by
the diagonal arrow; from sensors to decisions Left-top
corresponds to input data captured by the sensor and bottom-
right corresponds to output data on the basis of which
decisions are made.The first stage of the vision processing
chain is usually devoted to image enhancement and
restoration. During this stage, non-idealities of the sensing
process are compensated and the quality of captured images is
improved in relation to some image features. This is achieved
by applying several filters (convolution masks, diffusion
process, etc.) and by performing point-to-point transformations.
The output data provided by enhancement and restoration
tasks is still a matrix of real numbers, which are the input of
second stage consisting of feature extraction tasks. Usually,
feature extraction operations examine every pixel to verify if
there is a feature present at that pixel considering its
neighborhood. Interesting characteristics of images for
subsequent image processing  are edges, corners or interest
points, blobs or region of interest, ridges, etc. Outputs of this
second stage form irregular flow of data which are the inputs
for high-level vision processing [15] [16]. 

Fig.3 illustrates he evolution of data throughout the vision
processing chain. The example corresponds to an application
where the target is detecting defective parts as they move on a
conveyor belt. Images are acquired in asynchronous manner
and analysed on-line to extract a number of features on the
basis of which parts are classified as either defective or correct
and a corresponding trigger signal is generated. Data reduction
and the increase of abstraction level of the progressing data
are evident in this example.

CVSIs are aimed to place the border between front-ends and
processors at a stage of the chain where data have been
decimated. Hence vision systems built with CVISs front-ends
may have better speed and SWaP metrics than those built with
CISs. Actually, the strategy to reduce data at the front-end is
smartly implemented in natural vision systems [17] and natural
vision systems excel regarding power consumption,
compactness and speed.

On CVIS Architectures

Fig.4 shows the general concept of a vision system with CVIS
front-end. Since the front-end senses and pre-processes the

information, it sends and amount of data, represented by , for

ulterior processing, with , where  denotes the number

of raw sensor data. Indeed, in the architecture of Fig.4,
processing is made progressively by distributing processing
tasks between the front-end and the core processor sections. 

Regarding CVIS architectures, different solutions can be
adopted either separately or in a combined way, such as using
per column processors, using topographic array of processors,
using Multi-Functional sensory-processing PixelS (MFPS),

among others [5]-[12]. Most efficient architectures employ
mixed-signal MFPS for fully-parallel completion of the
computational-intensive early vision tasks, followed by sub-
sampled topographic processor arrays (typically digital),
processors-per-column and scalar processors [6]. MFPSs
actually makes the next evolutionary step of CMOS pixels,
following passive pixels (PPS) and active pixels (APS), by
embedding within the pixel resources for analog processing,
memory and programming and control of information flows [4]. 

Fig.5(a) illustrates the hardware concept of a MFPS by
highlighting the functional structures included by pixel. These
structures are aimed to complete a large variety of functions. It
is illustrated at Fig.5(b) by showing the block diagram of the Q-
Eye pixel [13]. The Q-Eye is a CVIS employed at the front-end

FIGURE 2 PROCESSING HIERARCHY, FROM LEFT-TOP TO BOTTOM-RIGHT, IN VISION.

FIGURE 3 ILLUSTRATING THE PROGRESSIVE REDUCTION OF DATA AS IMAGES PRO-
CEEDS THROUGH THE VISION PROCESSING CHAIN

f
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FIGURE 4 GENERAL ARCHITECTURE OF A VISION SYSTEM WITH CVIS FRONT-END.
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of the so-called Eye-RIS vision systems  a representative
example of embedded, minimum SWaP, high-speed industrial
vision system.

ILLUSTRATIVE CVIS CHIPS

Software-Programmable Visual Processor On-chip 

Fig.6(a) shows the block diagram of the Eye-RIS vision system
on a chip [13]. It embeds a CVIS front-end, a Digital Image
Processor (DIP), a microprocessor, memories and I/O and
communication ports. CVIS architecture follows the paradigm
of Single Instruction Multiple Data (SIMD) processors,
consisting of an array of interconnected mixed-signal
processors, one per pixel, that operate in parallel  see Fig.5(a)
and Fig.6(b). Since the CVIS is software-controllable, the
systems must include a dedicated microprocessor to control
and configure its operation. Users can defined a particular
algorithm or sequence of operations through the NIOS
microprocessor, and the microprocessor of the CVIS controller
sends the microinstructions through the control interface.

Architecture and parameters of this CVIS are conceived for
efficient completion of pre-processing vision tasks. The
implementation of regular algorithms in hardware involves
mapping of operations onto dedicated processing elements
and representation of data dependencies by hardware
interconnections or intermediate memories. For regular

algorithms of image processing, array processors are typically
derived as appropriated hardware structures. Favourable
properties of array structures are the incorporation of parallel
processing and pipelining and the locality of connections
between processing elements. Thus, high performance and
throughput are obtained at moderate hardware expense.

Parallelism and the sus of mixed-signal circuitry enable going
from sensing to actuation at rates about 1,000F/s rate with
around 60nW per pixel required. Also, software programming
of the front-end feature large flexibility to cope with a wide
range of machine vision applications.

Low Power CVIS for Gaussian Pyramid Extraction

Compatibility with computer vision tools is cornerstone for
CVIS adoption and can be achieved by focusing on the
embedding of pre-processing functions customarily used by
computer vision system engineers. This is actually the case of
image pyramids, such as the Gaussian pyramid [19]. Image
pyramids are found at the initial stages of the processing vision
chain for a large variety of computer vision applications and
algorithms such as the Scale Invariant Feature Transform
(SIFT) and variations thereof. Their calculation is resource

FIGURE 5 (A) CONCEPT OF VISION SENSOR WITH CVIS FRONT-END; (B) ARCHITEC-
TURE OF A Q-EYE CELL [6] [13].

(A)

(B)

FIGURE 6 EYE-RIS VIVION SYSTEM: (A) BLOCK DIAGRAM; (B) ARCHITECTURE [13].

(A)

(B)
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intensive because it involves repetitive operations with the
whole set of image data. As a consequence, calculating them
with CVIS-SIMDs may represent a first step towards
embedding complete computer vision on a single die with
vision capabilities into SWaP sensitive systems such as vision-
enabled wireless sensor networks [20] or unmanned aerial
vehicles [21]. 

Fig.7(a) shows the microphotograph of a CVIS to extract the
Gaussian pyramid consisting of an arrangement of 88×60
Processing Elements (PEs) which captures images of 176×120
resolution and performs concurrent parallel processing right at
pixel level [18]. The Gaussian pyramid is generated by using a
switched-capacitor network embedded per PE. In order to
shorten routing length and speed I/O operations up, the image
is read out through two frame buffers outside the PE array.
Each PE is connected to two 8-bit registers in the
corresponding frame buffer, allowing for reading out pixels
outside the chip as they are being A/D converted.

The PE is shown in Fig.7(b). The scene is acquired with 4
3T-APS per PE with nwell/p-subs. photodiodes. Every PE
contains the local circuitry of an 8-bit single-slope ADC and one
CDS circuit. Also, the PE comprises 4 state capacitors with
their corresponding switches along the four cardinal directions
to configure a double-Euler switched-capacitor network that
yields the Gaussian pyramid.

The 4 3T-APS structures are biased with only one current
source drawing 1 μA. The design of the source follower aims at
the largest possible operating range, which is met with low
threshold voltage transistors, reaching 1 V of operating range
with a gain error spread inferior to 0.4%.

Fig. 5 shows several snapshots of the Gaussian pyramid
along with the image acquired by the chip. Fig. 6 plots both the
expected and the actual on-chip σ as a function of the number
of clock cycles n. The upper curve is the experimental σ. The
lower curve is the theoretical σ. The on-chip σ levels are found
by comparing the different on-chip Gaussian-filtered images,
known as scales, with the acquired image filtered by using a
conventional computer within a given range of sigmas [σ1, σ2]
around the expected σ value. The minimum RMSE sets the on
chip σ level. Fig. 6 also shows RMSE levels with 255 as Full
Scale Value (FSV). The RMSE slightly changes across
octaves, being inferior to 1.2% of FSV. This method accounts
for the errors of the on-chip Gaussian pyramid generation and
the A/D conversion. The effect of such error levels in terms of
an application is addressed in the next section. The chip
consumes 70mW with scene acquisition and the Gaussian
pyramid of 3 octaves with 6 scales each. The Gaussian
pyramid is executed in 8ms (A/D conversions included), with
200μs per A/D conversion, and 150 ns as the clock cycle for
the switched-capacitor network. This leads to 26.5nJ/px at
2.64Mpx/s. As compared to conventional architectures
consisting of a CIS front-end and a conventional MPU (even a
low-power MPU), this CVIS chip features in around three

FIGURE 7 (A) GAUSIIAN PYRAMID CVIS MICROGRAPH; (B) PROCESSING ELEMENT
(PE) OF THE CHIP. [18]

(A)

(B)

FIGURE 8 (A) IMAGE ACQUISITION AND DIFFERENT SNAPSHOTS OF THE ON-CHIP
GAUSSIAN PYRAMID. THE UPPER LEFT IMAGE IS THE INPUT SCENE, THE
REST OF THE IMAGES FROM LEFT TO RIGHT AND TOP TO DOWN CORRE-
SPOND TO σ=1,77 (CLOCK CYLES N=19), σ=2,17 (N=29), AND σ=2,51
(N=39); 
(B) EXPECTED AND ACTUAL σ VS. CLOCK CYCLES (N) PLOTS ALONG
WITH THE RMSE VALUES WHEN COMPARING ACTUAL AND IDEAL GAUSS-
IAN-FILTERED IMAGES

(A)

(B)
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orders of magnitude energy consumption reduction while
having similar or faster processing speed. It leads to a
combined speed-power figure of merit from two to five orders of
magnitude superior to that of conventional solutions.

Multifunctional Feature Extraction Sensor

Embedded camera systems for the consumer mobile and
wearable application market need to operate in a tight power
budget. They need to cope with a vast range of illumination
conditions, and at the same time, they need to incorporate
intelligent features dictated by security and privacy-protection
directives. This can be achieved by using CVISs with MFPSs
conceived specifically for Dynamic Range (DR) adaptation the
tracking of Region-of-Interests (RoI) selected on the basi of
privacy-aware considerations. 

Fig.9 shows the architecture and the pixel of a CVIS
conceived specifically for DR adaptation and privacy-aware RoI
tracking. The central element is an array of 4-connected mixed-
signal processing elements (PE). Each PE contains two
photodiodes. One of them is responsible for generating the
pixel value by integrating the photocurrent in a sensing
capacitance. The other photodiode generates a replica of this
voltage value that is initially stored. This stored voltage at this
node will be employed later to evaluate the average value of
different neighborhoods. The array can be divided into different
regions by means of control lines distributed along the
horizontal and vertical edges of the array [22], which are
operated by peripheral control blocks and selection registers.
These registers can be serially updated with different
interconnection patterns. There is also the possibility of setting

up six different successive pixelation scales, with patterns that
can be loaded in parallel for fast reconfiguration.

On-chip programmable pixelation can be implemented in this
chip by combining focal-plane reconfigurability, charge
redistribution and distributed memory. Right after photocurrent
integration, all the pixels in the image are represented by their
respective voltages; then these values are copied and stored in
parallel, what takes only 150ns and is non-destructive. This is
important to avoid artifacts due to obfuscation. Once the stored
voltages are set, the adequate interconnection pattern must be
established. Parameters like RoI address and the required
degree of obfuscation are provided by the algorithm. These
patterns, activated by the corresponding control signals, enable
charge redistribution among the connected capacitors, thus
averaging selected areas of the image  Fig.10(a). The rest
remains the same, so privacy-protection is implemented at chip
level. No sensitive information is delivered by the sensor. 
Fig.10(b) further illustrates the operation of this CVIS by
displaying a capture of a scene with a high DR (102dB) using a
single exposure with optimized exposition time. Despite a
spatial resolution of only 320×240 pixels, details can be
appreciated both outside of the window and in the picture on
the wall inside the room. 

CONCLUSIONS

Applications targeting image analysis instead of just displaying
are gaining relevance within the CIS ecosystem and are
expected to experience significant growing in near future.
Advances on image sensor technologies, heterogeneous
packaging and system embedding enable to reduce Size,

FIGURE 9 FUNCTIONAL DIAGRAM OF THE CHIP ARCHITECTURE AND SCHEMATIC OF THE PIXEL OF A CVIS FOR PRIVACY-AWARE APPLICATIONS.

(B)

100
IS&T International Symposium on Electronic Imaging 2017

Image Sensors and Imaging Systems 2017



IS&T International Symposium on Electronic Imaging 2017 6/6

Weight and Power (SWaP) of vision systems. Vision can hence
be incorporated to applications that require minimum SWaP
and large speed, thus outperforming conventional solutions
employing an imager and a separate digital processor. New
sensor front-end architectures embedding computer vision
principles are required to that purpose. The paper shows
examples of three of these CVIS front-ends. Other examples
included in the oral presentation associated to this correspond
to the adaptive, content-aware adaptation of the DR of images
at video rates [23]. Possible extension to 3D implementation is
also briefly outline in the oral presentation [24].
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FIGURE 10 (A) ON-CHIP PIXELATION BY SELECTIVE ADAPTATION OF THE SPATIAL
SAMPLING RATE. A FACE-DETECTION ALGORITHM DEFINES THE REGIONS
THAT NEED TO BE OBFUSCATED FOR PRIVACY PROTECTION.
(B) BALANCED IMAGE CAPTURED BY THE CVIS 
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