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Information gathering tasks, such as terrestrial search and rescue, aerial inspection, and

marine monitoring, require robotic unmanned systems to make decisions on how to

travel within an environment to maximize or minimize a path-dependent information

objective function. The distribution of information throughout the environment is the

result of various processes, either natural or human-caused, and so this distribution ex-

hibits an underlying structure. Existing information gathering algorithms seek to im-

plicitly exploit this structure by selecting paths which maximize the robot’s time in

high-value regions. We see an opportunity to improve the performance of robots in

these information gathering tasks by explicitly reasoning over the structure of informa-

tion, allowing robots to plan their information gathering missions more efficiently and

effectively. Topological representations provide an elegant way to describe the struc-

ture of an environment using descriptors that are defined relative to a set of features

in the environment. Since these descriptors are inherently global, they provide a way



for robots to reason directly about their paths within the global context of their opera-

tional environments. This additional context enables robotic systems to efficiently plan

non-myopically.

To accomplish this goal, this thesis develops four contributions that allow robotic

systems to reason about topological structure in field robotics tasks. The first contri-

bution is a method for formalizing topological path constraints using a Mixed Integer

Programming formulation to plan. Our second contribution is a system for exploiting

expert-provided domain knowledge to track a topological feature using a team of het-

erogeneous robots. Both of these contributions provide ways to exploit the existence of

topological features in the environment to motivate and constrain information gathering

tasks. However, these methods require the features to be defined before planning. While

methods to identify features exist for well-constructed indoor environments, they do not

extend to the less-structured outdoor environments more common in field robotics appli-

cations. Our third and fourth contributions address this problem. The third contribution

of this thesis is a hierarchical planning algorithm which identifies hotspot regions in an

information function and uses them to construct a high-level planning graph, while the

fourth is an algorithm for fitting a Topology-Aware Self-Organizing Map to an infor-

mation function. The benefits of reasoning about the topology of the information field

is demonstrated in simulation and field experiments. By incorporating global context

about the information gathering task via topology, our methods are able to plan paths

that collect more information than a naı̈ve myopic planner. Furthermore, we are able to

produce comparable or superior paths more quickly than state-of-the-art planners that

do consider the entire path, such as combinatorial branch and bound algorithms.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Increasingly, robots are moving from highly controlled environments, such as ware-

houses and factory floors, to less structured outdoor environments, such as those en-

countered by autonomous marine, ground, and aerial vehicles. At the same time, the

tasks in which robots are being employed are becoming more complex and open-ended,

moving from simple point-to-point navigation around well-defined obstacles to more

complex monitoring and inspection tasks. To succeed in these new environments and

tasks, robots require more informative representations and new planning algorithms ca-

pable of leveraging these representations. Topological techniques provide an alternative

to more traditional metric-based planning algorithms by creating a framework for deci-

sion making that scales with the complexity of the decision making problem itself, not

the size of the robot’s operating environment.

For a robotic arm on an assembly line or a mobile robot traversing a factory floor,

the robot’s workspace can be defined as a metric space: either in terms of Cartesian

coordinates or in terms of the joint angles of the robot. In both cases, the robot’s task

is defined as moving itself from one state to another, minimizing a travel cost function.

The solution to this problem is a sequence of states defined in terms of the metric en-

vironment that together form a path for the robot to take. There are well-established

algorithms including A*, Rapidly Exploring Random Trees, and their countless variants

that are capable of finding a solution to the motion planning problem [4]. However,



2

if we were to instead construct the motion planning problem as a high-level decision

making problem, we can simplify the planning problem. Instead of a search over all

possible sequences of states in the world, the solution to the motion planning problem

is a sequence of key decisions (e.g. “should the robot move to the left or right of a

pillar?”). Once these decisions are made, they provide additional constraints that reduce

the search space within the original metric planning problem, allowing it to be solved

more efficiently without sacrificing quality.

Topological representations enable this high-level decision making by providing a

representation of the environment that naturally encodes the major elements of the de-

cision making problem. These representations define the connectivity of sectors of the

environment while abstracting away metric information, such as the distance between

components [5]. In robotics applications, the most common form of a topological map

is a graph that is comprised of a set of vertices connected by a set of edges. In the

context of a motion planning task, the vertices of the graph represent different locations

a robot needs to visit, such as cities, while the edges are categorically different routes

the robot might take, such as interstate highways or backcountry trails. Another topo-

logical construct that differentiates between different types of trajectories is homotopy

classes. These classes group trajectories based on the way that they move through the

environment relative to a set of features. Similar to searching over the edges of a graph

that connect two vertices, searching over the homotopy classes of trajectories is a search

over meaningfully different trajectories.

Information gathering tasks, such as inspection or monitoring, require an additional

level of reasoning above and beyond that required in the simple motion planning prob-
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lem. In these tasks, a robot needs to move through an environment, gathering useful sen-

sor measurements. These tasks are made even more difficult since they require robots

operate in large and complex environments, with features distributed over areas tens of

kilometers in size. Because of these challenges, we cannot assume that the robot has

access to a highly detailed models of their environment, as a robot arm on an assembly

line does. The problem of finding the path that enables the robot to collect the most

useful sensor measurements is called the Informative Path Planning Problem (IPPP) [6].

In this thesis, we will explore the potential of topological path planning methods when

applied to information gathering problems.

Prior work in topological path planning has concentrated on well-defined topological

features created by obstacles in the environment. These techniques have been success-

fully used to build topological representations of domestic environments [7], used for

planning paths for tethered robots [8], and for identifying different classes of trajecto-

ries in a robot’s workspace [9]. However, for information gathering tasks, particularly

in the marine and aerial domains where often there are no obstacles to impose a topol-

ogy in physical space, the underlying information field will have structure determined

by the distribution of information in the environment. Through exploiting this structure

by using it to create a topological space, we can improve the efficiency of robots in

information gathering tasks.

This thesis develops a framework for incorporating topological information into

robotic path planning through task descriptions. These descriptions can be implemented

either as constraints, which enforce limits preventing undesirable robot behaviors, or

as objective functions, which map a topological objective onto paths being optimized
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within a metric space. In doing so, we have developed a framework by which topolog-

ical information can be embedded within robotic path planning algorithms, enabling it

to be utilized in a planning task. However, this ability is predicated on the existence of a

set of topological features within the operating zone of a robot or team of robots. Some

features, such as obstacles, are readily apparent and provide a partitioning of the robot

workspace into distinct topological regions. However for some tasks, such as marine

monitoring, the physical environment can be topologically homogeneous. However,

physical features (e.g. temperature or salinity) being monitored have structure created

by the interaction of physical processes such as ocean currents. By identifying the topol-

ogy of the underlying system, we can leverage it to improve the quality of paths in an

information gathering task.

There are several major advantages to planning in a topological space. First, there

can be significant computational benefits. Compared to metric representations, which

typically model every point in the environment, topological representations distill a rel-

atively sparse set of key features such as regions in the ocean, rooms in a building, or

classes of trajectories in an environment. Thus, the complexity of solving a decision

making problem using a topological representation scales with size of the topological

representation, rather than with the size of the physical environment. Reasoning over

this relatively sparse set of features is more computationally efficient than reasoning over

the entire metric space, and by leveraging the topological structure of an environment, a

robot can more quickly identify high-quality paths [10].

The second major advantage of topological path planning is that the topology of an

environment provides a global descriptor. Since topological paths are defined in relation



5

to features in the environment without considering the distance to those features, they

necessarily are defined relative to all features within the environment. As a result, topo-

logical path planners provide an elegant way to use global context about the structure of

the environment in a path planning problem [11]. When applied to the IPPP, this global

information helps prevent robots from behaving myopically and having their paths stuck

in local minima of the information reward function.

The third major advantage of topological path planning is that plans and reasoning

developed in a topological framework can be easier to communicate and more under-

standable by humans. Humans’ mental models of their environments appear to be inher-

ently topological, meaning we often think about space as a set of distinct regions and the

connectivity of those regions [12]. By utilizing a shared representation, human-to-robot

and robot-to-human communication can be improved, increasing trust and estimated

capability of autonomous robotic systems [7]. In human-to-robot communication, the

human operator of an autonomous system may wish to specify a behavior for the system

in relation to topological features in the environment. Such a specification can come in

the form of a constraint such as “Do not choose paths that loop around obstacles” or an

objective such as “Repeatedly cross the salinity front”. In both cases, a strictly metric

representation of the environment is insufficient to transform the specification into an

actionable path. For robot-to-human communication, studies suggest that overall user

satisfaction is increased when the human operator feels that they understand the reason-

ing behind an autonomy system’s behavior [13].

To enable robots to plan using topological specifications and to allow the benefits

of topological planning to be realized in marine and aerial domains, the four primary
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contributions of this thesis are as follows:

1. A path planning algorithm that utilizes topological constraints in a Mixed-Integer

Programming formulation to plan inspection tours for a tethered ROV that are

guaranteed to prevent its tether from becoming entangled around obstacles in its

environment.

2. A heterogeneous multi-robot planning algorithm that transforms a topological ob-

jective into one that can be optimized in a metric space, enabling a team of robots

to sample along a topological feature in their environment, such as a salinity front.

3. A method that builds a topological representation of an arbitrary information func-

tion by identifying hotspot features within it using the Fast Marching Method [14]

and uses it within a hierarchical informative path planner.

4. A method that uses Stochastic Gradient Ascent [15] to exploit topologically di-

verse trajectories found by partitioning the path space of a robot based on features

identified in the information function using a novel Topology-Aware Self Orga-

nizing Map.

Taken together, these contributions provide a framework that allows robots to realize

the benefits of topological path planning under increasing levels of uncertainty regarding

the position, shape, and size of the topological features in the environment, whether they

are derived from physical features or features of the information space.
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Thesis Roadmap

In Chapter 2, we provide context for the contributions of this thesis through an

overview of supporting background literature on which discusses how topology can be

incorporated into robot path planning path planning as well as other related works in the

areas of robot information gathering.

In Chapter 3, we discuss how topological considerations can be formulated as con-

straints on a robot’s path. These constraints demonstrated through the Non-Entangling

Travelling Salesperson Problem (NE-TSP), wherein a tethered vehicle is required to

complete an inspection tour of a set of points in an environment with obstacles without

causing its tether to become entangled in the obstacles, rendering the vehicle unrecover-

able. We show how a topological constraint can be encoded as a component of a Mixed

Integer Programming formulation, resulting non-entangling paths.

In Chapter 4, rather than assume we are given a map of the topological features

in the environment, we instead exploit human domain experts’ knowledge about ide-

alized robot behavior relative to topological features in the environment. We use this

knowledge to build information objectives and environmental models that incentivize

the desired behavior in a team of heterogeneous robots. We show that planning us-

ing a topological environment model improves the performance of the robot team in a

front-mapping task. Additionally, we show that planning using these models enables

autonomous control of the robot team to match or exceed the performance of human

experts on a front-sampling task.

In Chapter 5, we further relax the assumptions on the prior knowledge that the robot
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is provided about the topological features in the environment. Instead of relying on

expert knowledge about the specific problem domain, we use characteristics of the in-

formation gathering problem itself. We develop our Hierarchical Hotspot Information

Gathering (HHIG) planner, which constructs a topological graph from local maxima

within an information function using the Fast Marching method. This graph can then

provides global information about the robot’s path that allows us to approach the infor-

mation gathering problem using a hierarchical strategy: first planning over the graph,

then planning within each hotspot.

In Chapter 6, we adopt a different topological representation to better capture the

relationship between the robot’s paths in an environment and the information function,

while addressing some of the limitations of our HHIG planner. We use the ability of

Self Organizing Maps to fit a simplicial mesh to an underlying field while leveraging

Persistent Homology to adapt the topology of that mesh to match that of the field. Our

Topology-Aware Self Organizing Map (TA-SOM) can create a environment represen-

tation that partitions the path space into topological trajectory classes that correspond

with local maxima in the information function. We then exploit these classes using a

Stochastic Gradient Ascent optimizer to more quickly find the globally optimal path. In

a set of simulated trials and field experiments, we show that the added global context

provided by topological representations allows robots to plan paths that collect more

information than other state-of-the-art methods that do not leverage topology.

In Chapter 7, we provide some closing remarks on the contributions presented here,

as well as discuss some possible directions for future research to build on and expand

the work presented here.
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Chapter 2: Background and Related Work

In this chapter, we provide an overview of important concepts related to topological

path planning and robot information gathering. Topology is a broad mathematical field,

which covers a variety of concepts relating to the study of shape. Of particular inter-

est and relevance to this thesis is the use of topological environmental representations

and the use of algebraic topology to specify homotopy classes and homology groups of

trajectories that pass through an environment. Taken together, these ideas allow for the

construction of sparse yet informative representations that not only improve the perfor-

mance of robots in many tasks, but also improve the ability of robots to communicate

their reasoning in a way that is understandable to humans. In Chapter 2.1, we provide

an introduction to the field of topology and how it has been used previously in robotics

applications.

We seek to leverage these principles of topology in the context of robotic informa-

tion gathering tasks. Many field robotics applications, such as inspections, environmen-

tal monitoring, or adaptive sampling tasks can be formulated as a general information

gathering task. In Chapter 2.3 we summarize the existing state-of-the-art in information

gathering planning algorithms and highlight many of the important considerations that

we will take into account in our contributions.
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2.1 Topology

Topology has been defined as ”the study of shape without reference to distances”,

”the study of rubber sheet geometry”, or ”the study of continuous functions” [16]. More

intuitively, topology examines non-metric relationships between discrete features of ge-

ometric objects. A classic example of this definition is presented in Fig. 2.1, which

shows a coffee mug deforming into a donut (torus). From a topological perspective, the

mug and the donut are the same since one may be continuously deformed into another

(without requiring gluing or tearing) [17]. This type of equivalence is called a homeo-

morphism, and it, along with the closely-related concepts of homology and homotopy

have many applications in robotics, particularly in path planning. However, these three

concepts are not the only useful aspects of topology that can be leveraged for robotic

planning.

Abstract graphs, such as those often used in computer science as data structures,

are topological constructs. Since a graph is wholly defined by its vertices and their

connectivity via a set of edges, it is plain to see how a graph fits beneath the umbrella

of topology. Topological representation of graphs has used to describe abstract spaces,

such as the belief space of a factor graph in a simultaneous localization and mapping

(SLAM) task [18]. In other robotics applications, topological graphs have been used

to provide high-level representations of environments for use in planning [10]. These

are useful for a variety of reasons, among which are their relative sparsity and the ease

with which they can be augmented with semantic information [19]. However, typically

these graphs are constructed in domestic environments where walls and doorways easily
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Figure 2.1: A coffee mug and a donut (torus) are homeomorphic, since one may be
continuously deformed into the other without any tearing or connecting of components.
Source: Adapted from [1].

provide features with which to divide the environment. Existing methods for extracting

semantic maps are insufficient in less constructed environments, such as the marine

domain.

2.1.1 Homeomorphism, Homotopy Classes, and Homology

Expanding the notion of homotopy equivalence to paths through a space, two paths

are homotopy equivalent if one can be continuously deformed into another and they

share endpoints. An illustrative example of this definition is shown in Fig. 2.3, where

P1, and P2 are homotopy equivalent, since one can be continuously deformed into an-

other. However, P1 and P2 are not homotopy equivalent with P3, since the continuous
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(a) (b)

Figure 2.2: A metric (a) and topological (b) map of a building. The metric floorplan
provides information about all points in the 2D space, while the topological map only
preserves information about the rooms and their connectedness via doorways.

deformation is blocked by O2. Trajectories through a space can then be classified ac-

cording to their homotopy equivalence into a set of homotopy classes.

Closely tied with the concept of homotopy classes are homology groups of spaces.

Homology groups classify spaces based on the number of holes and connections in the

space. Returning to the example shown in Fig. 2.1, the coffee mug and the torus both

belong within the same homology group, since they are spaces in R3, pierced by a single

hole. Classification by homology is a weaker than classification by homotopy. It is pos-

sible for two trajectories to belong to the same homology group, but different homotopy

classes, since homotopic equivalence requires an invertible mapping between two paths

[16]. However, if two paths belong in different homology groups, they necessarily are

in different homotopy classes.

In order for a robot to reason over homotopy classes of trajectories, it first requires

a method that enables it to distinguish between them. Homotopy invariants are unique
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Figure 2.3: Sample trajectories in two
homotopy classes. P1 and P2 share
a homotopy class, since one can be
continuously deformed into the other
through the shaded area, and they share
the endpoints X1 and X2. However, P3

does not belong to the homotopy class
shared by P1 and P2.

Figure 2.4: Demonstration of h-
signature calculation. 1) Representative
points and their rays are constructed
within obstacles O1 , O2 , and O3.
2) Path between X1 and X2 is traced
and intersections with rays from (1) are
recorded “O1, O

−1
2 , O−11 , O1, O3, O2”.

3) Eliminating adjacent and oppo-
site terms in H-signature results in
“O1, O

−1
2 , O3, O2”.
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identifiers of homotopy classes. One early homotopy invariant is the L-value [8], which

is defined as

L(τ) =

∫
τ

F(z)dz, (2.1)

F(z) =
f0(z)

(z − ζ1) ∗ (z − ζ2) ∗ (z − ζ3) ∗ ... ∗ (z − ζN)
,

where ζi is a representative point inside obstacle i, z is a point along trajectory τ , and f0

is an analytic function. Two trajectories that lie in the same homotopy class will share

the same L-Value, and two trajectories in different homotopy classes will have different

L-Values. An improvement on the L-Value for computing a homotopy augmented graph

is the H-Signature [20]. Instead of computing an integral over an entire trajectory, the

H-Signature of a point is computed using the line intersections of a trajectory and a set

of parallel rays emanating from the representative point in each obstacle. The signature

of a trajectory is determined by tracing it from its start to its goal. Each time the trace

intersects of the rays, a symbol corresponding to the ray and direction of intersection is

added to the h-signature. Without loss of generality, let a positive crossing of the ray

emanating from obstacle n be a crossing from left to right, and denoted by On. The

inverse crossing, from right to left, is denoted as O−1n . Once the trace is completed, the

h-signature is then reduced by removing adjacent elements with inverse symbols along

the same ray. This process is repeated until no more elements can be removed. The

resulting h-signature is a homotopy invariant, like the L-value, and as such it uniquely

identifies the homotopy class of a curve. The process for calculating the h-signature of

a trajectory is demonstrated in Fig. 2.4.
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Figure 2.5: Example of a simplicial complex containing seven 0-simplices (black
points), twelve 1-simplices (black lines), six 2-simplices (blue triangles), and one 3-
simplex (green tetrahedron). Note that each of the faces of the 3-simplex is a 2-simplex.

2.1.2 Simplicial Homology

Computation of homotopy invariants and homotopy augmented graphs require an

explicit map of the obstacles and their shapes in order to select the representative points

for each obstacle. Additionally, they, like many search-based algorithms, need to per-

form an exhaustive search of the workspace to propagate the homotopy invariant to all

sections of the graph. In many domains, this expansion can be computationally pro-

hibitive, and in other cases, information about the locations of obstacles may not be

available. To solve this problem, sampling-based approaches have been developed that

leverage simplicial complexes to build a map of where obstacles lie.

A simplex is a n-dimensional generalization of a triangle. A 0-simplex is a point

or vertex, a 1-simplex is a line segment or edge, 2-simplex is a triangle, 3-simplex is

a tetrahedron, and so on. A simplicial complex is defined as a set of these simplices,
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bound by a pair of rules [16]:

1. Any face of a simplex in a simplicial complex is also in the simplicial complex.

2. The intersection of any two simplices in a simplicial complex is either the empty

set (i.e. the two simplices do not intersect), or a simplex that is a common face of

each simplex.

An example of a simplicial complex containing 0-simplices, 1-simplices, 2-simplices,

and 3-simplices can be seen in Fig. 2.5.

Given a simplicial complex, K, trajectories in the space covered by the complex can

be mapped onto a set of adjacent 1-simplicies. This set is called a 1-chain, and it is

a sub-complex of K [9]. By comparing two 1-chains within K that begin and end at

the same 0-simplex, we can efficiently determine if two trajectories belong in the same

homology group by taking difference between the two 1-chains. If this difference forms

the complete boundary of another sub-complex of K that is of one order higher than the

order of the trajectories, then the two trajectories lie within the same homology class.

If they do not form a complete boundary, such as if there is a hole the sub-complex,

then they lie in different homology classes. Using this method, Pokorny et al. classify

trajectories in up to 6-D space into homology groups [9]. Simplicial complexes have also

been used construct topological maps of spaces using the communications connectivity

of swarms of robots without localization capabilities [21].

While simplicial homology has been used to great success to construct models in

environments where large obstacles provide the ability to easily distinguish different

homotopy classes of trajectories, it has not been applied to more continuous environ-
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ments. We propose combining simplicial homology with a self organizing map (SOM)

to achieve better fit of a mesh to the structure of a continuous environment while si-

multaneously addressing a shortcoming of the SOM, namely its inability to adjust the

topology of its network structure to better fit its environment.

2.2 Topological Path Planning

The way that concepts drawn from the field of topology are leveraged in robotic

path planning can be broadly divided into two categories. The first of these categories

encompasses methods that differentiate the topological classes of trajectories based on a

set of features in the environment. The second category contains methods that produce

a topological representation of an environment, which is then used in a hierarchical path

planning algorithm. Both of these approaches abstract away inconsequential choices a

robot must make, allowing it to concentrate it’s planning effort on a small set of highly

impactful decisions.

2.2.1 Planning with Topological Trajectory Classes

Topological trajectory classes are a way to define a minimal set of unique trajec-

tories through an environment. Early attempts to plan using these classes leveraged

visibility graphs to enumerate different trajectory types [22]. Although visibility graphs

do not explicitly reason over topological trajectory classes through the computation of

homotopy invariants, they still produce a limited set of trajectories that correspond to
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the shortest-path boundaries of homotopy classes. More recent work for planning using

homotopy classes use homotopy augmented graphs [8]. These graphs augment a typical

planning graph, such as one built through a Probabilistic Roadmap (PRM) [23], with

a homotopic dimension. These graphs have used both L-values [8] and h-signatures

[24, 20, 25]. While prior work considers the homotopy class of paths while planning,

it is used as the only constraint in a shortest-path problem. The contributions of this

thesis expand on these concepts by integrating it into planning and inspection tasks.

We also consider homotopy constraints, along with other task-related constraints, in the

Travelling Salesperson Problem.

Computation of homotopy invariants and homotopy augmented graphs require an

explicit map of the obstacles and their shapes in order to select the representative points

for each obstacle, as shown in Fig. 2.4. Additionally, these algorithms, like many search-

based algorithms, need to perform an exhaustive search of the workspace to propagate

the homotopy invariant to all sections of the graph. For large domains, this expansion

can be computationally prohibitive, and in other cases, information about the locations

of obstacles may not be readily available. To solve this problem, sampling-based ap-

proaches have been developed that leverage simplicial complexes to build a map of

where obstacles lie [9]. These methods have been used to approximate the topology of

environments based on limited sensor observations, such as the positions of members of

a robot swarm [21].
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2.2.2 Topological Environment Representations

Topological mapping techniques have been used to derive abstract representations

of environments from metric maps, as shown in Fig. 2.2. A extensive body of work in

this area focuses on segmenting indoor environments into regions that correspond with

rooms and hallways [26]. A variety of approaches have been proposed for this task, in-

cluding graph clustering and segmentation [27, 28] as well as Voronoi-based segemen-

tation [29, 10]. In the graph-based methods, topologically distinct regions are identified

by finding cliques and other clusters of nodes that collectively have low degree, meaning

that they are not ‘strongly’ connected with other portions of the graph. These clusters,

therefore are likely to represent topologically distinct regions. The Voronoi-based topo-

logical segmentation algorithms leverage Voronoi partitioning [30], to segment an area

by creating a set of regions based on a set of seed points. These seed points, in turn, are

created by performing an inflation of walls and other obstacles, and selecting branching

and end points in the resultant structure.

Once these high-level environmental representations exist, there are a wide range

of applications that benefit from the knowledge encoded within them. A natural exten-

sion of a topological map is the semantic map. By augmenting the topological regions

with semantic information, robots are able to build a human-like understanding of their

environments [31]. This representation facilitates interactions with humans [7], since

the semantic-topological mental representation closely echoes the mental models that

humans build of their surroundings [12]. Topological structure also provides a way for

experts to encode sparse prior information that a robot can utilize in order to complete
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its tasks. This background information has been shown to speed up robotic coverage

planning in domestic environments [32]. In instances where there is no human expert to

provide background knowledge, a robot can also leverage past experience to learn the

topological structure of environments, and use that knowledge to predict the topological

structure of as-of-yet unseen portions of a building [33].

One key issue with these approaches to building topological representations of en-

vironments is that they rely on the existence of a well-defined set of features that can

be used to define the topology of the space. In indoor environments, obstacles such as

walls provide this definition. In less-structured field robotics environments, it is more

difficult to determine what features separate topologically distinct regions. Examples

of such regions include fronts in salinity and temperature caused by coastal upwelling

[34] as well as Lagrangian coherent structures [35]. Both of these create dynamically

distinct regions in the ocean, separated by high gradients in temperature, salinity, or

ocean currents. One approach to creating a topological representation of these and sim-

ilar environments is to use a global metric to identify coherent regions within the space

that share key features. Typically this process is done using a hand-tuned threshold to

isolate areas of interest with isobars in R2 and isosurfaces in R3 and higher dimensional

spaces [36, 37]. However, thresholding approaches require hand-tuning the threshold

parameter that, in turn, requires a significant amount of domain knowledge in order to

select the correct value.
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2.3 Robot Information Gathering

Many applications for field robotics can be constructed as an information gathering

task. These include tracking salinity fronts in the ocean [38], persistent monitoring by

UAVs [39], identifying harmful algae blooms [40], or locating the source of a chemical

spill [41]. In these tasks a robot or team of robots is deployed in an environment, and a

reward function, described generically as ‘information’, is distributed across an opera-

tional environment. The robots are tasked with maximizing the amount of information

collected along their path given a budget constraint. This problem can be written using

the following equation:

P ∗ = argmax
Pi∈φ

I(P); s.t. C(P ) ≤ B, (2.2)

where P ∗ is the optimal path, selected from the set of all paths, φ, that maximizes the

information utility function, I(P ), such that the cost of that path, C(P ), is less than the

budget constraint, B. The total number of possible paths, |φ|, increases exponentially

as B increases, meaning that searching exhaustively over φ for P ∗ requires computation

exponential in B. As a result, informative path planning has been shown to be NP-

Hard [42]. This difficulty greatly limits the scope of informative path planning problem

instances that can be solved exactly. To mitigate this difficulty, many different types

of techniques have been developed to provide approximate or sub-optimal solutions.

Simple methods include performing a pre-determined exhaustive coverage of the space.

Typically these will use a lawnmower pattern to achieve complete and uniform sensor

coverage [43]. One issue with such an approach are that information is not evenly
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distributed in the environment. In addition, exhaustive coverage is time-consuming,

and often incompatible with a robot’s budget constraint, which is usually derived from

battery capacity. Another naı̈ve approach is to use a greedy planner, which takes a series

of locally-optimal actions. In a highly-idealized information gathering task where the

objective function is submodular and path constraints are ignored, greedy planners have

a proven lower performance bound of 63% of optimal [44]. However, in practice, where

path constraints are considered, the myopic behavior of a greedy information gathering

approach is problematic, as they can quite easily become trapped in local minima. As

a result, the greedy algorithm can perform significantly worse than the optimal plan,

without any theoretical bounds.

Non-myopic planners instead consider the whole path instead of a single action, and

therefore are required to balance exploration with exploitation in information gathering

tasks. These approaches include sampling-based methods, such as Rapidly exploring

Information Gathering [42], Monte Carlo Tree Search (MCTS) [45, 46], and Baeysian

Optimization [47], which use stochastic sampling to efficiently cover the space of pos-

sible solutions. Rapidly exploring Information Gathering, draws inspiration from the

Rapidly exploring Random Trees algorithm [48], and draws samples from the environ-

ment and connects them to an expanding tree of possible paths. The information value

of trajectories along the tree can be evaluated, and by pruning paths that lack promise,

the overall size of the tree can be made more manageable. One disadvantage of the

Rapidly exploring Information Gathering algorithm is the need to evaluate partial paths.

To address this problem, MCTS has been adapted to information gathering tasks [46].

MCTS, similar to Rapidly exploring Information Gathering, samples possible actions
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that the robot could take. However, the key difference in MCTS is that instead of evalu-

ating partial paths, it uses a default policy to perform a rollout, completing a partial path

in the tree. In doing so, MCTS only has to evaluate its objective function on full paths.

An alternative to the sampling-based approaches is to use one of a variety of deter-

ministic anytime planners. These planners, such as branch and bound [49], or Mixed

Integer Linear Programming [50, 51, 39], quickly produce a viable candidate solution

that iteratively improves as the algorithm searches through the space of possible solu-

tions. By employing pruning techniques and heuristics, these methods can accelerate

the planning process by avoiding searching through the large areas of the problem do-

main that do not lead to optimal paths. This class of algorithms as well as the discussed

sampling methods are considered anytime algorithms, meaning that once they have a

viable solution, their computation can be stopped at any point in time and the current

best solution returned. In field robot operations, this trait is highly desirable since plans

for autonomous vehicles must be ready when the vehicles are available to receive the

plan. However, information gathering planners must search through the entire space of

paths. Using topological representations, we can identify classes of trajectories likely

to contain high-quality paths. Additionally they can be leveraged improve the rate of

exploration in field robotics domains by identifying unexplored regions and trajectory

classes, as they have been used to speed up exploration in domestic environments [32].

Often we are interested in planning informative paths in unknown, partially-known,

or dynamic environments, meaning that the globally optimal path may pass through un-

explored locations, or the value of currently known locations will become unknown as a

result of dynamic processes. One of the key challenges in informative path planning in
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such an environment, is balancing the exploitation of previously-collected observations

with the need to explore the environment and collect new observations in the unknown

regions. Typically this tradeoff is handled via a weighted sum of separate exploration

and exploitation objectives [52], where a parameter is used to explicitly trade off be-

tween the two conditions. A similar approach that can be used when the environment

is modelled using a probability distribution is the Upper Confidence Bound [47]. In

this approach, the mean of the probability distribution is used as the exploitation term,

reflecting the current best guess of the sample’s value given all previous observations,

while the distribution’s variance provides an estimate of the value of exploring. As

before, these components are combined using a weighted sum to produce the single

estimate of the value at a point, which can easily be used for optimization.

As laid out in Equation 2.2, the information gathering problem is, at its heart, a

search problem, requiring a planner to search over the space of possible paths for the

optimal one, and searching over this space is combinatorial in the number of actions

that a robot can perform. Through the use of topological representations, both of these

challenges can be addressed. Topological representations are sparser and simpler than

their metric counterparts, meaning that there are fewer paths to consider. Furthermore

the only actions available to a robot in a topological graph are meaningful ones. As a

result, searching over topological spaces is significantly more feasible than exhaustive

search over metric spaces. Additionally through the addition of domain expert knowl-

edge, topological representations can be used to prune out large sections of the environ-

ment that are not likely to contain quality paths, further improving the performance of

information gathering algorithms.
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Chapter 3: Planning with Topological Constraints

In this chapter we present a method for integrating topological constraints into a

robotic inspection task. We do this by adopting a representation that allows the robot to

explicitly reason about the environment. This representation allows us to formulate the

topological constraint as a constraint in a Mixed Integer Programming formulation. This

constraint, along with other non-topological constraints, is then used to plan an inspec-

tion tour of a set of Points of Interest in an offshore infrastructure inspection task for a

tethered vehicle, such as the Seabotix vLBV300 vehicle shown in Fig. 3.1. The main

challenge in completing this task with a tethered vehicle is the risk of entanglement pre-

sented by the tether. While the topological features used in this chapter are derived from

known physical obstacles in the environment, in subsequent chapters we will expand on

this to also consider features derived from the information space of the robot.

Our proposed technique leverages homotopy augmented graphs to enumerate dif-

ferent homotopy classes in the path-space for a tethered ROV. For a more detailed dis-

cussion of the construction of homotopy augmented graphs, we refer the reader back to

Chapter 2.1.1. This enumeration allows us to specify topological constraints, such as a

non-entangling, on the vehicle’s motion that can be incorporated into the vehicle’s path

planning as it attempts to identify a minimum-cost inspection tour.

We offer some background on Mixed Integer Programming and other planning tech-

niques for tethered vehicles in Chapter 3.1. In Chapter 3.2, we formulate the inspection
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Figure 3.1: Seabotix vLBV-300 Vehicle completing a wharf inspection in Newport,
Oregon. Using our method, the robot plans a path to inspect the wharf’s eight pilings in
a non-entangling manner.

task as an extension of the Travelling Salesperson Problem (TSP) [53] by incorporating

the non-entangling topological constraint, resulting in the Non-Entangling Travelling

Salesperson Problem (NE-TSP). We propose our solution to this problem in Chapter 3.3,

as well as a heuristic for simplifying the robot’s travel graph. Finally, in Chapter 3.4, we

compare our algorithm with a stochastic optimization method and a greedy approach as

well as against a human in a set of field trials. Versions of this work have been previously

published in a journal paper [54], [55], and [56].

3.1 Background

Early work planning for tethered vehicles use visibility graphs to plan optimal paths

for a tethered robot [22]. However this method requires polygonal obstacles, and is
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limited in its applications by the computational complexity of computing the visibil-

ity graph. One potential solution to this problem is to consider the path of the tether

topologically, using homotopy augmented graphs [8]. Prior work using this topological

representation has focused on the length of the tether as the primary constraint in plan-

ning paths [25]. We consider the additional constraint of avoiding entanglement as the

robot plans through multiple goal points. While it is possible for the robot to reverse its

path to avoid any entanglement, as was done in [57] to obtain maximum coverage of a

space by a tethered robot, such a behavior can lead to lengthy paths, which reduce the

overall area that can be inspected in a reasonable amount of time.

A powerful tool for solving these types of constrained path planning tasks is Mixed

Integer Programming (MIP). Derived from linear programming, an instance of a MIP is

constructed by specifying an objective function to be minimized or maximized, along

with a set of constraints formulated as inequalities [58]. In a MIP problem instance, all

decision variables are constrained to be integers, which results in the solution to MIP

problems falling into the class of NP-hard problems [59]. Despite this theoretical limit,

many strong heuristics have been developed for solving MIPs, and are incorporated into

efficient off-the-shelf solvers, using algorithms like branch-and-bound [6] to compute

optimal solutions.

In the context of robotic planning, MIP-based methods have been employed in

orienteering-style extensions of the Travelling Salesperson Problem (TSP) [51, 39].

MIP-based planning approaches have also been employed to plan maximally informa-

tive paths for autonomous aerial and marine vehicles while avoiding obstacles [60, 50].
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3.2 Problem Definition

To plan non-entangling paths through the world, we first must define an entangle-

ment. Since a tour of goal points consists of a loop starting and ending at g1, obstacles

in the world may be divided into two sets: those contained within the bound of the tour

(the interior set), and those outside the bound (the exterior set). Any obstacles in the

interior set are considered to be entangled in the tether, while obstacles in the exterior

set are non-entangled. This process is illustrated in Fig. 3.2, where a path modifica-

tion moves O3 from the interior set to the exterior set. There exists a simple test for

whether a given trajectory is entangled in any obstacles. We compute the h-signature of

the trajectory by combining the h-signature of each of its sub-paths, and then reducing

the combined h-signature as described in Chapter 2.1.1. If the resulting h-signature is

empty, the trajectory is non-entangling.

3.2.1 Non-Entangling Travelling Salesperson Problem

The problem of planning optimal non-entangling paths can be seen as an extension of

the TSP, with the additional constraint that the path does not cause the tether to entangle

any obstacles. This extension is the Non-Entangling Travelling Salesperson Problem.

An instance of the NE-TSP consists of a map of the world that contains n obstacles

O = {o1, o2, ..., on}. To allow for application to many representative environments,

each obstacle oi is defined as a vertical projection from a circle on R2 to R3. The map

also contains m goals G = {g1, g2, ..., gm} where gi ∈ R3. The initial deployment point

of the robot is also its first goal g1. A trajectory T is a complete circuit of these goal
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Figure 3.2: An example of a trajectory modification that avoids tether entanglement. By
modifying the path subsection between g2 and g3 (shown with a solid line) to the dotted
line, the overall path length may be increased; however, the entanglement with O3 is
eliminated, as O3 is no longer inside the bound of the trajectory.

points, ultimately returning to the initial deployment point after visiting the final point

in T .

A solution to the NE-TSP consists of a trajectory T ∗ that satisfies

T ∗ = argmin
T
{LT |h-signature(T ) = ∅ , |T | = m}, (3.1)

where LT is the length of the path needed to traverse all points in T and |T | is the

number of elements in T . T ∗ is the minimum-length, non-entangling trajectory that

passes through all gi ∈ G.

To compute the optimal solution to this problem, we propose a Mixed-Integer Pro-

gramming model that can compute T ∗ given a set of goals G and obstacles O.
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3.3 Method

3.3.1 Homotopy Augmented Graph

To guarantee the construction of non-entangling paths, we construct a homotopy

augmented graph based at the robot’s deployment point. Formulated by Bhattacharya

et al. [20], a homotopy augmented graph allows the robot to plan the shortest path

between two points in a given homotopy class. The homotopy augmented graph, GAug =

{VAug, EAug}, is constructed by augmenting a prior graph G = {V,E} with another

dimension, h, which indicates the homotopy class of the path between a given vertex

in GAug and the base point of the graph. Thus a vertex vi ∈ Vaug consists of the spatial

location of vi, as well as the homotopy class of the path between it and the base node.

Using the vertices in GAug, we can construct an augmented trajectory TAug that augments

T with the homotopy classes of each of its elements.

We build on the idea of the homotopy augmented graph [20] by employing an exten-

sion of the Probabalistic Roadmap (PRM∗) [61, 23] in place of the grid-based graph.

PRMs provide a probabalistically complete graph-based map of an environment by

taking a number of samples of the free space, and connecting nearby samples with

traversable edges. PRM* extends the PRM by providing a principled method for de-

termining which pairs of samples should be connected with edges [61]. Leveraging

PRM* allows us to more easily span a 3-Dimensional environment, such as the under-

water domain. However, since obstacles are projected from R2 to R3, we can compute

entanglements and homotopy classes on the projection in R2, while distances between

points and the resultant trajectory for the robot remain in R3.
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By constructing the homotopy augmented graph using the AUV’s deployment point

as a starting point, we can ensure that each point in the graph is reachable by the robot.

This constraint is enforced by only adding points to the graph that are within range of the

robot’s tether. Furthermore, during the construction of the homotopy augmented graph,

we add a non-looping constraint, thus each path through the graph is both feasible and

non-entangling.

Once constructed, paths can be planned over the homotopy augmented graph using

standard graph-based planning algorithms, such as A*, which are both complete and

optimal. This property, combined with the probabilistic completeness guarantees of

PRM*, ensures that our proposed method retains the same probabilistic completeness

guarantees as PRM*. Additionally, any paths generated on the homotopy augmented

graph will be optimal with respect to the graph.

3.3.2 Mixed Integer Model

To compute the optimal non-entangling path for the robot over the PRM∗, we model

the NE-TSP with a Mixed-Integer Program. For each goal point gi ∈ G, there is a

corresponding set of all homotopy classes that reach the goal without exceeding the

tether length constraint Hi = {h1, h2, ...hzi} with zi ≥ 1. Each hj ∈ Hi corresponds

to an augmented goal vertex vgi,hj ∈ VAug. We define the set of homotopy augmented

goals Vh as the union of these vertices for all gi ∈ G:

∀gi ∈ G, Vi = {vgi,h1 , vgi,h2 , ..., vgi,hzi},
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Vh = ∪mi=1Vi,

where TAug ⊆ Vh.

To fully define our MIP model, we need to determine the order that the goals are

visited and by which homotopy class each goal is visited. We introduce two sets of

binary decision variables, one to describe each of these two determinations. To solve for

the homotopy class hj of each goal, gi, for each vgi,hj let there be a corresponding xi,j ,

where xi,j = 1 if and only if vgi,hj is visited by the robot and xi,j = 0 otherwise.

The second portion of the solution, the order in which the goals are visited, is de-

veloped by determining which edges egi,hj ,gl,hk ∈ EAug are included in T . An edge

egi,hj ,gl,hk is the path segment between two vertices, vgi,hi and vgl,hk . Let yi,j,k,l = 1 if

and only if the robot travels the edge egi,hj ,gl,hk and yi,j,k,l = 0 otherwise. Each edge also

has a corresponding distance dgi,hj ,gl,hk , which is defined as the shortest-path distance in

the homotopy augmented graph between vgi,hi and vgl,hk .

To complete its tour ofG, the robot will visit each gi ∈ G exactly once. Correspond-

ingly, there is only one homotopy class at gi that the robot will visit. This constraint can

be modelled with the following summation:

∀i,
zi∑
j=1

xi,j = 1. (3.2)

In the classic TSP model, for each vertex in the graph, there is an incoming and

outgoing edge. This constraint can be captured in a MIP model with a simple degree-

2 constraint that requires two unique edges to connect each vertex. However, in our

model, this simple constraint fails when presented with the homotopy augmentation at
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(a) Initial Graph Edges (b) Non-Entangling Graph
Edges

(c) Complete Graph (d) TSP Solution

Figure 3.3: Heuristic Map Generation method. The shortest edges between the goals
{g1, g2, g3} and the base point, g0 are added to the map in 3.3a. In Fig. 3.3b, direct paths
(shown in bold) are added, while indirect paths (dashed) are replaced with the bold paths
shown in Fig. 3.3c. Finally, the TSP tour of the resulting map is shown in 3.3d.
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each vertex. Since not every vertex vgi,hj will be included in the final solution, a vertex

may have either degree-0 or degree-2, depending on whether or not it is visited during

the tour. Furthermore, the homotopy class of both the incoming and outgoing edges

must be the same at vgi,hj for the trajectory to be continuous. This constraint is modeled

by:

∀i,
m∑

k,i6=k

zi∑
j=1

zk∑
l=1

yi,j,k,l × xi,j = 2. (3.3)

Since only one xi,j for a given i is a part of the solution, as is given in the constraint

shown in Equation 3.2, Equation 3.3 ensures that only edges that correspond with xi,j

can be used. The first term enforces the degree-2 constraint, limiting the total number

of edges connecting to a given node, while the second term ensures that any vgi,hj can

have either degree-2 or degree-0.

The final constraint in the MIP model eliminates subtours, ensuring that the solution

consists of exactly one tour that visits each goal rather than multiple disjoint subtours.

We implement this constraint as follows:

m∑
i,k,i6=k

zi∑
j=1

zk∑
l=1

yi,j,k,l ≤ |S ∩ TAug|,∀S ⊂ Vh, S 6= ∅, (3.4)

Since it is impractical to compute all proper and nonempty subsets S of Vh, in prac-

tice the constraint modelled in Equation 3.4 is implemented using a lazy constraint.

When a potentially valid solution is found, we determine whether it is a single tour, or

multiple disjoint subtours. If the solution does contain subtours, a constraint is added

disallowing the potential solution as a valid one.

To solve the MIP model, we employ the Gurobi Mixed Integer Solver [62]. The
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Gurobi solver utilizes a branch-and-bound method to converge to the optimal solution

to any MIP. The solver also has the anytime property, meaning that at any point before

convergence to the optimal solution, the incumbent solution (i.e. the best potential so-

lution found) will be a valid, though sub-optimal, solution to the model. In Chapter 3.4,

we compare the optimal solution to the anytime solution generated after 2 minutes of

computation. The optimality of our method is by construction. Equations 3.2 - 3.4 fully

define the NE-TSP. As a result, the optimal solution on the homotopy augmented graph

to these constraints also is the optimal solution to the NE-TSP.

3.3.3 Reduced MIP Heuristic

Solving the NE-TSP optimally requires a search over not only the combinatorial

space of goal point orderings, but also the space of homotopy classes. To reduce this

search space, we propose a heuristic that selects homotopy classes that are likely, though

not guaranteed, to be a part of the optimal solution.

We accomplish this reduction of the search space by creating a subgraph of the

homotopy augmented graph. This process is shown in Fig. 3.3. The graph is initialized

with vertices at each gi ∈ G. The shortest path to the base point, g0, is computed,

along with its corresponding h-signature, shown in Fig. 3.3a. Then, for each other pair

of vertices, we attempt to construct a direct connecting edge if the direct edge shares a

homotopy class with the path between the vertices that passes through g0. If no such

edge exists, shown by the dashed lines in Fig. 3.3b, an indirect edge that corresponds

with the shortest path that does share the same homotopy class as the path through g0 is
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added.

With this reduced graph, we remove the need for the MIP model to make a decision

about which homotopy class to use for a given goal, reducing the overall search space

the solver will have to search. The computation time is further reduced by eliminating a

set of decision variables and their corresponding constraints. The constraint defined in

Equation 3.2 is eliminated entirely, and the constraint defined by Equation 3.3 is reduced

to a simple linear constraint. By computing the optimal TSP solution over the reduced

graph, we compute a near-optimal solution to the NE-TSP.

The path that results from this method is still non-entangling, since no obstacles are

contained within each loop in the graph. By only adding edges, direct or indirect, to the

graph if they share a homotopy class with a known, non-entangling path, we guarantee

that any complete tour in the graph will be non-entangling.

3.3.4 Simulated Annealing

The final method we examine to solve the NE-TSP is simulated annealing. Simu-

lated annealing is a stochastic optimization algorithm, which performs search in mul-

tidimensional space and is robust to entrapment in local optima [63]. Initialized with

some random state, x, at each iteration of the algorithm, a successor state x′ is created

by mutating x through some function. This successor state is compared to the previous

state with an evaluation function. If the mutated state has the higher score, it becomes

the new state. If it has a lower score, it becomes the new state with probability:



37

p = e−(s−s
′)/θ, (3.5)

where s and s′ are the scores of the state and mutated state, and θ is a scaling factor

that decreases with subsequent iterations. To begin, x is initialized with a randomly

generated TAug, which is a random ordering of the goal points and their corresponding

homotopy classes.

During the mutation step of the simulated annealing process, the first point in this

trajectory remains fixed, reflecting the assumption that the robot is tethered to a fixed

base station. At each iteration of the optimization process, a trajectory can undergo one

of the two types of mutations, chosen at random. The first of these, goal-swapping,

swaps the order of two goals on the trajectory:

T ′ = {g1, ..., gi−1,gj, gi+1, ..., gj−1,gi, gj+1, ..., gm}.

This mutation can either raise or lower the overall trajectory length and entanglement of

the path. To ensure that the resultant path is entanglement-free, we use a second method

of mutation, path-inversion. During path-inversion, the homotopy class of one element

in Taug is changed. The result of a path-inversion mutation is shown in Fig. 3.2.
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(a) (b)

(c) (d)

(e) (f)

Figure 3.4: Comparison of path length and computation time. Note the logarithmic axes
on computation time plots. Additionally, the times shown here includes the time taken
to compute a distance matrix between all potential goal points, and so can sometimes
appear to slightly exceed 2 minutes of computation time.
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3.4 Results

3.4.1 Simulations

We tested our method in a series of simulated tests, comparing the optimal MIP

solution to the anytime MIP solution generated after 2 minutes of computation, the sim-

ulated annealing solution, and our heuristic solution. For each method, aside from the

optimal MIP solution, the computation time of the solution was limited to 2 minutes.

We also compare to a greedy-backtracking method, in which the robot iteratively trav-

els the closest point that does not violate the tether length constraint. Because of the

behavior of the tether, this point may not be the closest point in Euclidean space. After

travelling to the final point, the robot returns to the start location by retracing its path,

which ensures that the resulting tour will be non-entangling.

The results of these simulations are shown in Fig. 3.4. For each set of tether length

and number of goal points, the methods were compared over 20 randomly generated

worlds. In each of these worlds, up to 20 circular obstacles are randomly placed in

an environment 500 m per side. The homotopy augmented graph is constructed on

a PRM∗ built with 1000 samples, taken uniformly over the free space, with the base

point randomly selected. The goal points were randomly selected from coordinates

accessible within the homotopy augmented graph. Since each method requires the use

of the homotopy augmented graph, the construction time of this graph is not included

in the overall planning time. Simulations were done using Python on a Quad-Core Intel

i7-2620M laptop processor clocked at 2.70GHz with 8GB of RAM.

In Fig. 3.4a to Fig. 3.4e we show a comparison of path lengths between the methods
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Table 3.1: Comparison of computation time for optimal MIP solution. Each element
contains average time to convergence and number of trials out of 10 total completed in
5 minutes (in parentheses).

Tether Length

# Goals 200 m 250 m 300 m 350 m

5 0.16 s, (10) 0.66 s, (10) 2.43 s, (10) 8.47 s, (10)
10 0.65 s, (10) 12.73 s, (10) 47.86 s, (7) 74.73 s, (8)
15 8.07 s, (8) 4.69 s, (2) 186.48 s, (3) 115.28 s, (3)
20 16.20 s, (9) 40.08 s, (2) 0.80 s, (1) 65.57 s, (1)

of computing a non-entangling path. In all three tests, the MIP-based methods (opti-

mal MIP, MIP 2-Min anytime, reduced MIP heuristic) outperform simulated annealing

and greedy methods. Both MIP 2-Min anytime and heuristic maintain an average path

length within 5% of the optimal path length found by allowing the MIP solver to con-

verge. As the number of goals and the tether length increase, performance across all 4

methods begin to degrade. However, it is apparent that the MIP-based methods maintain

their level of performance in the larger environments far better than either the greedy or

simulated annealing approach. Though initially close, as the environment gets large, the

greedy method begins to outperform simulated annealing. This change can be attributed

to the restricting of simulated annealing to only 2 minutes of search. As the search space

expands with more goal points and their corresponding homotopy classes, simulated an-

nealing is able to explore proportionally less of that space, and so is less likely to find a

short path.



41

3.4.2 Computational Performance

Computing the optimal solution to the Travelling Salesperson Problem, and, by ex-

tension, the NE-TSP is NP-Hard, meaning that no polynomial time algorithm to com-

pute the exact solution exists (unless P = NP). The NE-TSP is made even more difficult,

since the number of variables in our MIP model scales not only with the number of goal

points, but also with the length of the tether and the number of obstacles in the envi-

ronment. A longer tether and more obstacles allows the robot to reach the same goal

point in more homotopy classes. The effects of this scaling can be seen in Fig. 3.4b to

Fig. 3.4f, where as the number of goal points and the length of the tether increase, the

computation time for the optimal MIP solution increases exponentially. This increase

in computation time is especially clear in Fig. 3.4f, where the longest computation time

for the optimal MIP solution took over 12,000 seconds.

To evaluate the viability of our method in a practical application, we evaluated the

computation time for problems with increasing numbers of goal points and with increas-

ingly longer tethers. The results of this experiment are shown in Table 3.1. Each element

in the table contains the average time to convergence for the optimal solution and the

number (out of 10) of paths for which the MIP solver was able to compute the optimal

solution (shown in parentheses). Computing the optimal solution remains feasible for

shorter tethers (i.e. ≤ 200 m) or for fewer than ten goal points. However, once the

problem expands beyond this size, our approximation heuristic should be used.
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Figure 3.5: An example obstacle and goal layout for a tethered vehicle. The white
circles indicate goal locations (all of which lie on the water’s surface). The red buoys
act as obstacles and indicators of entanglement. The black line shows the planned path
for the AUV, and the direction of travel along that path.

3.4.3 Pool and Field Tests

To show that the tether behaved as expected, we conducted a set of pool tests to

ensure that the paths we generated were non-entangling when executed on a tethered

vehicle. We implemented the non-entangling planner on a Seabotix vLBV-300 under-

water vehicle [64] equipped with the Greensea INSpect GS3 Inertial Navigation System,

a Teledyne Explorer DVL, and a Tritech Gemini multibeam sonar. The SeaBotix vehi-

cle can be controlled via a series of waypoints provided through a Robotic Operating

System (ROS) interface with a command station [65]. Using the non-entangling plan-

ner, the vehicle planned paths around a set of buoys, shown in Fig 3.5, and was able to

successfully execute them without becoming entangled.
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Figure 3.6: Oregon State University Ship Operations Pier in Newport, Oregon used for
field trials. The robot must visit each of the inspection locations indicated by green dots
while avoiding becoming entangled by the wharf pilings shown as red circles. The robot
is deployed from the base station located at the blue star.

(a) Systematic Path 1 (b) Systematic Path 2 (c) Optimal MIP Path

Figure 3.7: Visualization of the three paths for dock inspection task.
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Table 3.2: Comparison of path lengths for hand-generated systematic paths and optimal
MIP path for a wharf inspection task.

Systematic Path 1 Systematic Path 2 MIP Path

Path Length 65.8 m 58.8 m 56.6 m

To represent an offshore inspection task, we deployed the vehicle from the Oregon

State University Ship Operations pier in Newport, Oregon and conducted an inspection

of the wharf’s pilings. The vehicle can be seen inspecting a piling in Fig. 3.1. While

beneath the wharf, the vehicle was subject to a current of up to about 2 knots. The

inspection task involved maneuvering to each of 8 pilings and pausing to inspect them.

Two systematic paths were also hand-generated for non-entangling inspection tours of

the same points. In this trial, the MIP path outperformed both systematic paths. The

path lengths of each inspection tour are shown in Table 3.2, and a visualization of the

paths that the robot took is shown in Figs. 3.7a - 3.7c.

3.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, we introduced the Non-Entangling Travelling Salesperson Problem

and presented a Mixed Integer Programming model that can compute the optimal so-

lution for a tethered robot. Leveraging homotopy augmented graphs, we can maintain

a non-entangling guarantee on all paths generated. To improve computation time we

developed a heuristic for selecting good homotopy classes for each goal point, reduc-

ing the search space needed by the MIP model to compute a near-optimal solution. We

compare the optimal MIP solution with the anytime solution generated after 2 minutes
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with the MIP solver and our heuristic solution, as well as a simulated annealing and a

greedy approach. To avoid the significant computational expense required to compute

the optimal solution to the MIP Model, the 2-minute anytime solution and the heuristic

solution were found to be close approximations of the shortest path. In field trials, we

were able to plan short, non-entangling paths both in a pool environment and during a

wharf inspection.

Formulating the non-entangling constraint as a topological constraint allows us to

incorporate it into the larger Travelling Salesperson constrained planning problem. This

example demonstrates a pipeline that can be used to incorporate general topological

constraints into other planning tasks. However, constraints are not the only way that

topological representations might be used to affect robotic behavior. In the next chap-

ter we will discuss ways to leverage topological features as background knowledge to

improve robot performance in an information gathering task.
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Chapter 4: Information Gathering with Topological Objectives

In this chapter we present a framework that enables a team of heterogeneous robots

to benefit from expert domain knowledge about the characteristics of a topological fea-

ture to improve their performance in mapping and tracking the feature. In the previous

chapter, we were able to explicitly leverage topological information in the form of con-

straints when the robot had perfect knowledge of the topological features in the environ-

ment. In this chapter, we relax this assumption, and instead consider a scenario where

human experts can provide instruction on the structure, motion, and sampling behavior

for a feature. Specifically, we consider the task of mapping and tracking a salinity front:

an oceanographic feature that separates a body of relatively salty water from a body of

relatively fresh water. These fronts can occur as a result of coastal upwelling [34], or in

environments where a river plume mixes with seawater.

Our overall mission objective is to coordinate a team of heterogeneous robots, com-

prised of up to four Slocum Gliders [66] and up to two Robotic Ocean Surface Sampler

(ROSS) vehicles [67], operating in an unknown and time-varying environment, to find

and map a salinity front as it evolves over time. In addition to building a map of the

front, the robots also need to collect time-series of oceanographic data by repeatedly

crossing the front for use in post-hoc analyses. The first of these objectives, building

an accurate map, follows the standard form of an Informative Path Planning Problem

instance, and there is a body of field robotics literature that addresses the problem of
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autonomous mapping of unknown environments [42] [68] [69]. However, the second

objective is more difficult to optimize for, since it is defined relative to a topological

feature. While there have been systems designed for similar missions, they have not

considered it in a general optimization framework. Instead, these approaches use either

rules-based algorithms [38], or adaptations of hand-designed sampling patterns [70]. To

combine the two objectives, we need a way to consider the topological mission objective

alongside the more typical mission objective. We will accomplish this by leveraging do-

main knowledge to encode knowledge about the topological feature into metric models

and objectives.

In Chapter 4.1, we discuss the three ways that we incorporate the expert domain

knowledge provided to the system into a centralized, heterogeneous robot planning

framework. First, in Chapter 4.1.1, we present our method for modelling the struc-

ture of a salinity front with a Nearest Neighbors augmented Gaussian Process (NN-GP).

The NN-GP augments a standard Gaussian Process (GP) with a nearest neighbors prior

to allow the NN-GP to extrapolate the existence of the front into unobserved areas.

Then, in Chapter 4.1.2, we discuss how we account for the motion of the salinity front

by planning in a drifting Lagrangian reference frame, which increases the longevity of

observations by reducing the apparent motion of the front over time. Finally, in Chap-

ter 4.1.3, we describe our approach for approximating the topological mission objective

with a metric objective function that encodes the human experts’ experience of how to

best sample the front. In Chapter 4.1.4, we tie these three components together with our

Sequential Allocation Monte Carlo Tree Search information gathering algorithm. By

incorporating domain knowledge of the topological feature into the planning process,
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we were able to show a significant improvement in the performance of the robot team in

the sampling task in simulated trials as described in Chapter 4.2, as well as proved its ca-

pabilities in a two-week long field trial in the Gulf of Mexico, described in Chapter 4.3.

This work has been previously published in our journal paper [71].

4.1 Method

Ocean salinity fronts are large, on the order of tens of kilometers, and evolve slowly,

over the course of days. To fully map them requires a team of robots working together.

However, due to the dynamic nature of the ocean, it is not feasible to make a single plan

and execute it for the entire sampling mission. Instead, we can adopt a receding horizon

framework for our planner. Under this framework, the continuously time-varying world

is broken up temporally into a set of discrete planning intervals. Since these intervals are

short relative to the timescales over which the environment changes, the world can be

assumed to be static for the purposes of planning. In between planning intervals, as the

robots move through the world executing their plans, they collect sensor observations

from the world. These observations are used to update the model of the environment

used to inform the planner and any changes observed in the world will be incorporated

into the new model. Using the updated model, a new plan is generated for the next

planning interval, which will be followed in turn by another execution and update step.

This process of plan-act-replan-act-replan is repeated until the mission is complete. Re-

ceding horizon-based planners have been shown to perform well in dynamic [72] and

partially observable [73] environments Both the environmental modelling and path plan-
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ning components of the receding horizon framework are places where we can put our

domain knowledge to use to improve the performance of the planner over the course of

the sampling task.

4.1.1 Nearest Neighbors Augmented Gaussian Process

In order for the planning algorithm to function, it requires an estimate of the state

of the environment. A commonly used tool in field robotics applications to estimate the

state of a scalar variable across an environment is a GP. GPs are widely used since they

can construct a continuous estimate of a variable from a set of noisy observations and

they can also provide an estimate of the uncertainty of its estimate. For our task, we use

a three-dimensional GP to learn a mapping from the three input dimensions (a spatial

position in R2 and time) to the output dimension.

Formally, a GP is a collection of random variables, any finite number of which have

joint Gaussian distributions [74]. A GP can be fully specified by a mean function and a

kernel function. A common practice is to use a 0-mean GP, which means that the mean

function is biased out of observations and re-added to the GP prediction, allowing the

mean within the GP to be 0. The GP kernel is a function that defines the covariance of

any two points in the environment. A commonly-used kernel, and the one used in our

work, is the radial basis function or squared exponential kernel. The squared exponential

kernel function for the covariance between two points x and x′ ∈ Rn is given by:

KSE(x, x′) = σ2 exp
(
−(x1 − x′1)2

2l21
+
−(x2 − x′2)2

2l22
+ ...+

−(xn − x′n)2

2l2n

)
, (4.1)
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where σ2 is a the output variance of the function being predicted, and ld is the length-

scale, which defines the scale over points co-vary in dimension d. While using a squared

exponential kernel, GPs struggle to extrapolate data beyond the convex hull of the sam-

ples wile maintaining the ability to resolve sharp features. This issue can be partially

addressed through the selection of a different kernel for the GP, such as periodic or non-

stationary kernels. However, these require significantly more computation to compute,

limiting their applicability in real-time mapping tasks.

Instead, we can exploit our domain knowledge of ocean fronts to build a more accu-

rate squared exponential based GP to predict their location in the world. Since we know

that ocean salinity fronts are characterized by a localized sharp gradient of salinity, we

can augment our GP with an additional model that can both resolve the sharp gradient

while maintaining the ability to extrapolate beyond the observations. We chose a near-

est neighbors model for its simplicity and ease of computation since it will be used as a

component of a real-time system.

The first step in our NN-GP is to construct the nearest neighbors model of the envi-

ronment. This step constructs a Voronoi-type diagram, where the salinity value for each

point in the continuous domains is solely determined by the salinity at the nearest obser-

vation, as can be seen in Fig. 4.1a. While the nearest neighbors reconstruction could be

used directly as the mean function for a GP, it can have sharp gradients, and where there

are many observations close together, it can become noisy. To address both of these is-

sues, in the second step of the NN-GP, we train a GP using a set of pseudo-observations

regularly sampled from the nearest neighbors estimation. The result of this process is a

smoothed version of the nearest neighbors estimation that can be used as a mean func-
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tion for a second GP, which uses the full observation set. By subtracting the estimated

mean value from the true observation, the second GP becomes a zero-mean GP that

learns the difference between the pseudo-observed GP and the actual observations. This

process is shown in Fig. 4.1.

4.1.2 Planning in Lagrangian Reference Frame

While the NN-GP allows us to construct a more accurate model of a salinity front

from a limited set of observations, as time moves advances, the NN-GP model becomes

inaccurate as the front moves over time. While periodically re-building the model with

fresh observations addresses this problem, we can leverage knowledge about how the

fluid dynamics of the ocean control the motion of the front to increase the duration each

observation remains relevant.

Lagrangian fluid dynamics models the motion of a fluid by tracking the motion of

a small packets of that fluid over time. This model has been leveraged in the robotics

community by using a Lagrangian surface drifter to ‘tag’ a fluid packet and then op-

erating an autonomous underwater vehicle in a pre-defined pattern around the drifter to

perform continuous monitoring of that water packet [75]. We expand this method in two

ways. First we augment the surface drift motion obtained from the drifter with measured

ocean currents using observations made by the R/V Pelican’s Acoustic Doppler Current

Profiler (ADCP), averaged over the top 30 m of water. Ideally a surface drifter will per-

fectly follow the water it is placed in; however, other forces, such as winds can cause its

motion to differ from the water’s motion (i.e., become quasi-Lagrangian). We observed
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(a) (b)

(c) (d)

Figure 4.1: Example of the Nearest-Neighbors augmented GP from simulation. Sam-
pling locations are shown in red. Due to the sparsity of the sampling, the standard GP (b)
fails to produce a useful belief, regressing back to the mean value too quickly. Leverag-
ing the nearest-neighbors Voronoi estimation of the environment (c) allows the nearest
neighbors augmented GP (d) to extrapolate the samples, producing a more accurate es-
timation of the front’s location.
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this behavior during our deployment in the Gulf of Mexico. In relatively calm seas, the

surface drifter tracked surface currents well, exhibiting a characteristic looping behav-

ior strongly indicative of near-inertial oscillations driven by Coriolis forces. However,

as the deployment progressed and stormier weather arrived, the motion of the drifter

began to be dominated by the winds. This change was made evident by the motion of

the drifter diverging from the Lagrangian motion that the ship’s ADCP measurements

would predict. To account for this discrepancy we employed a Kalman Filter [76] to

merge the ADCP current velocity measurements with the GPS updates of the drifter’s

position to construct a better estimate of the true position of the water packet we were

tracking.

The second novelty that we introduce to the Lagrangian planning frame, is that we

do not use a pre-defined pattern around the drifter, but rather perform the entire re-

ceding horizon planning loop within the Lagrangian frame. This adaptation requires

that the waypoints generated by the planning algorithm are translated to global co-

ordinates to send to the individual vehicles. When a vehicle makes an observation

uglobal = (xlongitude, ylatitude, t, s), it is transformed to the planning frame using an affine

transform, defined by the position of the virtual drifter at time t. This transform is ap-

plied to the positions of all obstacles (both static and dynamic) to move them into the

planning frame. The planner is allowed to run, producing paths that are then transformed

back into the global frame in order to be passed to the vehicles as waypoints defined by

latitude and longitude. As a part of this process, the paths are forward propagated in

time assuming the transform maintains a constant velocity. In this way, the vehicles

execute their trajectories as planned in the global and local frames.
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(a) (b)

Figure 4.2: Effects of the moving planning frame on a sampling trajectory. The path
shown in (a) is planned in a static frame. Using the estimated motion of the frame, given
by the drifter and ADCP data, the path is forward-projected in time (b).

4.1.3 Objective Function

The topological research objective for our multi-robot team is to resolve a salinity

front and in doing so, conduct repeated perpendicular transects of the front to collect a

scientific dataset for analysis by ocean scientists. However, this objective function is dif-

ficult to optimize directly. Counting number of front crossings is an information-sparse

objective function, as it lacks a significant gradient in the reward space that can allow an

informative path planning algorithm to converge to a good solution. Resolving a front

(i.e., building an accurate map of it) is another problem that cannot be optimized directly

without access to the ground truth map. Methods, such as those that minimize variance

in the GP, minimize overall entropy, or use an upper confidence bound to attempt to ad-

dress this issue. However, these methods require significant computational resources to

compute, which would have a negative impact on the ability of any algorithm to explore
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the space of possible solutions, a task that is even more difficult in the multi-robot case.

To address these challenges, using significant domain expertise contributed by our

ocean scientist team members, we developed an objective function to indirectly optimize

our stated mission. Our objective function for a path P , considering the set of other

robots’ paths P is given by

I(P |P) =
∑
E∈P

[(∫
E

α1

∣∣∣∣δSδx
∣∣∣∣+ α2Ω(P) + α3Ω(P)

∣∣∣∣δSδx
∣∣∣∣ dx)× T (E)× C(E)

]
,

(4.2)

where the score for a path is determined by the sum along each edge, E of that path.

Within the summation, the objective function consists of five terms.

• Gradient Score: The first term consists of the magnitude of the salinity gradient

along the edge, |δS/δx|. Paths that maximize this score are ones that repeatedly

cross the front, exhibiting exploitative sampling behavior. This score is weighted

by a scalar term, α1, allowing the system operator to specify its relative impor-

tance compared to the novelty and novelty-weighted gradient scores.

• Novelty Score: The second term, Ω(P), weights the value of traversing an edge

on the graph based on that edge’s novelty (normalized NN-GP variance), given a

set of paths, P . The novelty score is computed by taking the line-integral of the

novelty field along the edge. Since the novelty field is directly derived from the

variance of the GP world model, paths that maximize this score explore regions in

the environment with high uncertainty, either because they have not been sampled

or because there are multiple conflicting samples, while avoiding regions that are
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along the other robots’ paths in P . Similar to the gradient score, the novelty score

carries a scalar weighting term, α2.

• Novelty-Weighted Gradient Score: The third term in the objective function is

the product of the gradient and salinity terms. Similar to how an upper confidence

bound incentivizes exploration of states with high potential rewards in Bayesian

optimization [77], the novelty-weighted gradient term encourages vehicles to ex-

plore areas believed to be on the front (i.e., have a high gradient score) that are

insufficiently explored (i.e., have a high novelty score). While a weighted sum of

the gradient and novelty scores can achieve the same effect, by using a product

instead, we encode the idea that it is not enough to simply have high value purely

from exploration or exploitation, but rather both are needed in order to make use-

ful observations for ocean scientists. Like the first two terms, this term is weighted

by α3.

• Temporal Discount Factor: Since our planning algorithm treats the world as

static for the purposes of planning, despite the ocean being a dynamic environ-

ment, as time progresses discrepancies will accumulate between the model of the

world used for planning and the ground truth environment. To account for these

uncertainties, we add a temporal discount T (E) factor to the edges score, dis-

counting edges’ scores as a function of how far forward into the future they are.

In this way, we allow our planner to be non-myopic and consider paths longer than

a single planning cycle, but without over-relying on temporally distant reward.

• Continuity Discount Factor: Lastly, we heavily discount edges near where a
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vehicle performs a turn. There are two main reasons for this discount. First,

many active acoustic sensors, such as ADCPs and sonar, experience blurring when

moved and rotated, greatly degrading the quality of their data. Secondly, for fre-

quency domain analyses, the maximum resolvable frequency of a dataset is pro-

portional to the length of that dataset. In order to ensure that the data collected by

the autonomous vehicles is high-quality and of use to ocean scientists, we penal-

ized paths that have turns to encourage the autonomy system to identify plans that

consist of long, straight segments. The continuity score of an edge, C(E), is .01

if the edge is not co-linear with the previous or next segment of the path, and it is

1 otherwise.

4.1.4 Sequential Allocation Monte Carlo Tree Search

Optimization methods provide a way to combine the domain knowledge encoded

in our NN-GP constructed using Lagrangian observations with the topological mission

objective represented in Equation 4.2. However, optimizing this objective function in

the joint state and action space of all the members of the robot team results in a very

high dimensional search problem, making it computationally infeasible to compute a

good solution in a reasonable amount of time. We address this by turning to a sequential

allocation framework that enables us to plan for only a single robot at a time, holding the

remainder of the robots’ plans static [49]. This process is repeated for each robot, until

a fixed number of iterations through all the planning robots has been completed or the

plans converge to a locally optimal set. In practice we found that completing 3 cycles
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through each robot provided a good balance between computation time and the quality

of the resulting team plan. Our sequential allocation algorithm is shown in Algorithm 1.

Algorithm 1 Sequential Allocation Monte Carlo Tree Search

1: function SA-MCTS(O,R, R̃)
2: bel←− GPNN(O)
3: G ←− constructGraph(bel)

4: Pt ←
{
Pri ← ∅ for ri ∈ R
Pri ← Pri for ri ∈ R̃

5: while ¬ stopping do
6: for ri ∈ R do
7: belri ←− updateNovelty(bel,P − Pri)
8: Gri ←− updateGraph(G, belri , ri)
9: Pri ←− MCTS(Gri , ri,P − Pri)

10: return Pt

We begin the planning process at time t by identifying the set of N robots for which

plans need to be generated, R. A robot can require a new plan, either because it has

completed its current plan or because it has been longer than its replanning interval

since it last received a new plan. The gliders’ replanning rates are defined by their

surfacing interval (approximately two hours), while the ROSS vehicles’ replanning rate

was chosen to be half that of the gliders’, due to their higher speed and constant access

to satellite communication. Those M robots that were not selected as planning robots

are considered non-planning robots, R̃, with ∅ = R
⋂
R̃. Though the non-planning

robots will not receive new plans, they still influence the planning process through their

previously generated plans, Pt−1.

The next step is to generate a belief (consisting of a salinity estimate and a novelty

estimate) using the nearest neighbors augmented GP described in Section 4.1.1. Using
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this belief, we construct a uniform, 8-connected graph G = {V , E} over the planning

domain. Then, we compute the salinity gradient for each edge ei,j ∈ E for use in our

objective function, which is described in more detail in Section 4.1.3. To speed up

computation, these values can be pre-calculated and stored in a lookup table. Since

the scale of the paths we are interested in planning in are on the order of kilometers,

the vehicle dynamics during turning are negligible compared to the effects of the ocean

currents on the ability of a vehicle to traverse an edge. We incorporate this constraint

into the cost to traverse each edge on the graph by defining an edge’s cost as the time it

takes for a vehicle to move along that edge. For a single robot, or even a homogeneous

multi-robot team, this cost would simply be interchangeable with the distance along the

edge and could also be pre-computed. However, for our heterogeneous robot team, we

need to account for the different speeds of each vehicle, and so we define a cost function

for each edge that is a function of the velocity of the robot, the velocity of the ocean

currents, as well as the length of the edge. To simplify this calculation, we assume that

the ocean currents are uniform along the entire edge with heading, and that a robot’s

ability to traverse the edge is only affected by the component of the ocean velocities

parallel with the edge.

While there are no islands in our deployment region, oil rigs and other vessels create

a plethora of static and dynamic obstacles, which our vehicles need to avoid. Obstacle

avoidance is implemented at the graph construction step by defining exclusion zones

around each obstacle. For the all obstacles, which were primarily oil rigs and ship-

wrecks, we simply construct a circular zone with a 1 km radius around each obstacle’s

location. Using a constant velocity motion model, we project dynamic obstacles’ mo-
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tion forward in time for an entire planning cycle. The exclusion zone for each dynamic

obstacle is the entire area swept out by the circular zone along the forward projection.

Once all the exclusion zones are computed, we remove all edges that intersect one or

more zones. While one of our vehicles could pass behind the vehicle once it has passed,

we chose a more conservative approach to better ensure the safety of our assets as well as

that of the other vehicles in the area. When operating with our drifting reference frame,

we simply add the motion of the frame (again with a constant velocity assumption) and

forward simulate their positions in time.

During each allocation cycle a planning robot ri is selected from planning robots

R. We perform two preprocessing steps (Lines 6 and 7) before using Monte Carlo Tree

Search (MCTS) to find a path for the robot. The first of these steps is to update the

novelty estimate, based upon the paths for all the vehicles (both inR and R̃) that are not

the planning robot. What this process amounts to is forward simulating each of these

robots’ plans and modifying the novelty field to reduce novelty along the plan; thus

disincentivizing ri from planning a path that goes through areas that will be explored by

other robots in the future.

The second preprocessing step is to calculate the novelty-based edge rewards using

this updated novelty estimate and to determine the edge costs based on the planning

robot’s velocity. These values, like the salinity gradient rewards, are stored in a lookup

table.

To perform the individual path planning for each robot, we turn to MCTS as a flex-

ible, yet powerful optimization technique. We outline our implementation of MCTS in

Algorithm 2. MCTS combines ideas from graph search and Bayesian Optimization in
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order to enable it to perform well in problems where the search space is too large for

exhaustive techniques like breadth-first search or branch and bound, to succeed. Like

many search-based planners, MCTS expands a tree of partial solutions until some ter-

mination condition is met. However, where MCTS differs is that it biases its search

toward areas of the search domain where it has encountered good solutions. This bias-

ing is done through selecting which leaf node of the MCTS tree to expand (Line 3 in

Algorithm 2) using a metric, such the selection process used in the upper confidence

bound for trees algorithm [78]. Once a node is selected for expansion vcurr, each of its

neighboring states is added to the tree as children of vcurr.

Algorithm 2 Monte Carlo Tree Search (MCTS)

1: function MCTS(G = {V , E}, r, Pother)
2: tree←− InitializeTree(r,V)
3: while ¬ stopping do
4: vcurr ←− chooseExpansionNode(tree)
5: tree←− expandTree(vcurr, E)
6: λcurr ←− I(Pvcurr |Pother)
7: tree←− backpropagate(tree, λcurr, vcurr)

8: Pr ←− getBestPath(tree)
9: return Pr

Since the MCTS search tree is built up incrementally, it is likely that any given leaf

node contains only a partial solution to the search problem (i.e., a partial path that does

not fully exhaust a vehicle’s available budget). In order to evaluate and compare these

partial solutions, MCTS uses a default policy to complete each partial solution. We

explored three different default policies.

• Random: While executing the random policy, the vehicle chooses a random edge
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at each visited vertex. The only constraint is that the vehicle cannot choose to

return along the edge on which it arrived at the vertex in order to prevent back-

tracking and oscillating behavior.

• Greedy: The greedy policy guides the vehicle to myopically select the edge at a

vertex with the highest score based on the information gain function. Similarly

to the random policy, the vehicle is prevented from backtracking along the edge

from which it arrived.

• Straight Line: The final policy, which was found to perform the best, maintains

the vehicle’s heading and continues travelling in a straight line. If the vehicle

could not continue, for example if the vehicle would leave the domain or collide

with an obstacle, a random new heading is selected.

Once a default policy rollout is completed, the full path is evaluated and a score is

calculated according to our objective function. The score is backpropagated up the tree

and used to update the probabilities that nodes are selected for expansion. The final step

in the MCTS algorithm is to obtain the final path, which we accomplished by repeatedly

selecting the action with the highest score at each node within the tree until a leaf node

is reached.

4.2 Simulated Results

To quantify the performance of SA-MCTS, we performed a series of experiments in

simulation to evaluate the performance of several different planning algorithms in the
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front-tracking task, as well as to quantify the effects of modelling environments using

our nearest neighbors augmented GP and performing the front-tracking and sampling

task using a static frame and a dynamic frame.

4.2.1 Simulation Setup

For these simulated experiments we used a Regional Ocean Modelling System [79]

model of the Gulf Coast1. Within this model, we manually identified five 30 km by

30 km regions with strong salinity fronts that persisted over 48 hours for use as simu-

lated environments. Within these larger areas, we used a 10 km by 10 km region for

the planning area. The purpose of the larger regions is to provide room for the moving

planning frame to stay entirely within the simulated region over the 48 hour simulation.

The initial pose of the planning area was hand-selected to ensure that it was nearby the

front and that the front would remain largely within the planning area. Each simulation

contained a five-vehicle team: three Slocum Gliders and two ROSS vehicles. We con-

ducted five simulated trials in each of the five worlds with randomized vehicle starting

locations. The locations of the simulations are shown in Fig. 4.3.

4.2.2 Environmental Estimation

The first set of simulated trials was to evaluate how our environmental estimation

techniques affected the overall performance of the robot team in their sampling task.

1The Regional Ocean Modelling System environment used for these simulations was provided by the
Texas A&M Physical Oceanography Numerical Group. http://barataria.tamu.edu
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Figure 4.3: The locations of the five simulated environments in the Gulf of Mexico.
Worlds 1 and 2 use ROMS model output covering Jun 1-3 2011, while worlds 3, 4,
and 5 are use output from Jun 4-7, 2011. The inset shows a snapshot from our simu-
lator, showing the salinity (background grayscale) across the planning region (yellow
rectangle) along with the two simulated ROSS vehicles (colored dots) and three gliders
(colored stars). Over the course of the simulation, the planning region will drift with the
time-varying currents and move along with the front.



65

The first experiment, shown in Fig. 4.4a, compares the system’s performance using

our Nearest Neighbors augmented Gaussian Process (NNGP) with a standard GP. The

hyperparameters for both the GP and the NNGP are identical, using a lengthscale of

1 km in space and 3 hrs in time. The results clearly show the advantage of using our

NNGP over the standard GP, with a reduction in the average estimation error across the

planning environment of .383 Practical Salinity Units (PSU), which corresponds to a

52% reduction. This can be attributed to the fact that the NNGP leverages additional

domain knowledge of the structure of these fronts. Since we know that the fronts are

much larger in scale than the 10 km by 10 km planning region, we can safely extrapolate

its existence to the planning region’s edges. The NNGP is capable of performing this

extrapolation, while the GP cannot.

The second experiment evaluated the benefits of the drifting reference frame, com-

paring it against simply holding the frame fixed. As seen in Fig 4.4b, on average, the two

methods performed similarly, with the moving frame only exhibiting an improvement

in estimation accuracy of .012 PSU (.3%). However, where the benefit of the moving

becomes apparent is in the reduction in the standard deviation of this estimation error,

where it provides a 24% reduction. This result suggests that while the estimates of the

salinity in the moving frame are, on average, no more accurate than under the static

frame, many of the outliers have disappeared, making the estimation under the moving

frame more reliably accurate.
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(a)

(b)

Figure 4.4: Comparisons of our SA-MCTS algorithm in a simulated Regional Ocean
Modelling System environment. The plot in (a) shows a comparison of our nearest
neighbors augmented Gaussian Process and standard Gaussian Process, while (b) shows
a comparison of the drifting reference frame with the static reference frame. The shaded
region represents one standard deviation from the mean.
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4.2.3 Algorithmic Performance

We also evaluated the performance of our Sequential Allocation Monte Carlo Tree

Search (SA-MCTS) algorithm as a heterogeneous multi-robot informative path plan-

ner. We compare SA-MCTS against a systematic planner that was modelled on the

back-and-forth coverage plans used by the oceanographers in Chapter 4.3, as well as an

Evolutionary Algorithm (EA) planner that optimizes the paths of the robot teams jointly,

rather than sequentially. In the front-mapping task, the entire environment is not equal

as far as the utility of accurate mapping is concerned. Accuracy near the front is much

more valuable than accuracy far away from it. To account for this difference, when we

compare the performance of the three planners, we divide up the planning environment

into high, medium and low value regions corresponding to regions containing 100-66%,

66-33%, and 33-0%, respectively, of the largest magnitude of the gradient of salinity in

the planning area. The area covered in these regions is not uniform. While the exact

distribution of these areas varies from world to world, on average the high-value area

comprises 2.8% of the environment, the middle-value region covers 14.0%, and the low-

value region is the remaining 83% of the environment, as seen in Fig. 4.5. We evaluate

each algorithm using 25 trials divided among 5 worlds.

The first metric that we evaluated the three algorithms on is the percentage of total

experiment time that is spent in each of the three regions. The results from this ex-

periment can be seen in Fig 4.6a. Here we see that while all three methods perform

similarly in the low and medium value regions, both the EA and our SA-MCTS method

spend significantly more time in the high-value region than the systematic method. This
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Figure 4.5: The total area covered by low, medium, and high-gradient regions in the
simulated worlds.

result is to be expected, since both the EA and SA-MCTS are considering the gradient as

a component of their objective function, while the systematic coverage does not. To bet-

ter compare the amount of time each planner has the vehicles spending in each region,

in Fig 4.6b we normalize the amount of experiment time spent in each region by the

percentage of each environment covered by each region. This metric results in a ratio,

where a value of 1 means that a vehicle is evenly dividing its time among all regions,

and values higher and lower than 1 mean that the vehicles are spending proportionally

more or less time in a given region.

We also compare the algorithms on their accuracy in estimating the salinity value

in each region. While again, the performance is similar across all three algorithms, as

shown in Fig. 4.7a, our SA-MCTS performs slightly better on average in the medium

and high-value regions. However, our method performs significantly better than the
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(a)

(b)

Figure 4.6: Comparison of the amount of time spent in high, middle, and low gradient
regions in simulated trials. The total amount of time spent in each region (a) is normal-
ized by the percent of the environment covered to show the effectiveness of each planner
at guiding the robot to each region (b).
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systematic planner and the EA in reducing uncertainty in these regions as can be seen in

Fig 4.7a. What this result means is that the EA and SA-MCTS spend similar amounts of

time in the high-value regions, the samples collected under SA-MCTS are more useful

in resolving the front, as they enable both a more accurate mapping, as well as a greater

reduction in the autonomy system’s estimated uncertainty along the front.

4.2.4 Parameter Robustness

Our last set of simulated trials focused on evaluating the robustness of our SA-

MCTS algorithm to the parameter weighting in its objective function. The information-

gathering task in an unknown environment is an inherently multi-objective optimization

problem. A robot must balance the competing objectives of exploring the operational

area to find high-value regions and exploiting previously-identified high-value regions.

With the introduction of our gradient-weighted novelty term to the objective function,

we attempt to address this tradeoff by combining the exploration and exploitation objec-

tives into a single term. The results from a parameter sweep over our three-dimensional

objective function parameter space are shown in Fig. 4.8. As before, for each individual

parameter setting, we performed 25 simulated trials divided among 5 worlds.

These results clearly show the exploration-exploitation tradeoff. When the gradient-

weighted novelty weight is set to zero, the robot only considers the novelty (exploration)

and gradient (exploitation) terms. There is a clear sweet spot along this axis where the

novelty term carries a weight of about .3, and the gradient term has a weight of about .7.

However, through the introduction of the gradient-weighted novelty term, the system
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(a)

(b)

Figure 4.7: Comparison of the amount of RMSE (a) and estimated uncertainty (b) be-
tween the predicted field and the simulated ground truth in the low, medium, and high-
value regions.
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(a) (b)

Figure 4.8: A comparison of the performance of the MCTS algorithm for different
weightings of the first three terms of the objective function outlined in Chapter 4.1.3.
The sum of the weights must be 1, resulting in the 2D plane shown in the 3D parameter
space. The effects of the parameters are quantified in terms of the RMSE of the salinity
estimate (a) and the RMSE of the estimate of the salinity gradient (b) at the end of the
48h simulation.

achieves good performance across a wide range of parameter values, including when

both the novelty and gradient term weights are set to zero. This result suggests that

the gradient-weighted novelty term succeeds in its intended purpose of balancing the

competing objectives of exploration and exploitation. Furthermore, the robustness of

the SA-MCTS algorithm is shown, since its performance is relatively unaffected by all

but the most extreme parameter settings.
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Figure 4.9: The various experiments conducted during the deployment took place in a
region approximately 65 km x 38 km located off of the Louisiana coast near the Missis-
sippi River delta.

4.3 Gulf of Mexico Deployment

We tested our system in a two-week long deployment in a 65 km by 38 km region

of the Gulf of Mexico situated approximately 80 km off of the Louisiana coast. The

deployment zone is shown in Fig. 4.9. For the field experiments, we used up to four

Slocum G3 gliders, up to two ROSS autonomous surface vehicles, a Lagrangian drifter

buoy, and our research vessel, the R/V Pelican. Over the course of the field experi-

ments, we were fortunate to have largely good conditions, with sea states between 0

and 1, though stormier weather later in the cruise brought conditions up to sea state

3-4. The two-week cruise was broken up into four different autonomy experiments, in

addition to a single manually controlled experiment where the vehicles were piloted by

the ocean scientists. The manual experiment was used as a baseline to characterize the
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Figure 4.10: Over the course of the five different experiments, we deployed four differ-
ent Slocum G3 gliders, two ROSS Vehicles, and a single Lagrangian drifter.

performance of the autonomy system. These experiments are outlined in Table 4.1 and

visualized in Fig. 4.10. In between each of the autonomy experiments, we varied param-

eters, such as the relative weightings of terms in our objective function, the spatial and

temporal length scales used in our nearest neighbors augmented GP estimator, and the

replanning rates used by the different vehicles within the autonomy system. The por-

tion of the cruise prior to the preliminary autonomy testing was a shakedown period, as

various pieces of equipment were tested and minor issues in communications between

the autonomous vehicles, the autonomy system, and the R/V Pelican’s onboard systems

were resolved. One notable challenge that we had to solve during this portion of the

cruise was developing a way to prevent the ubiquitous seaweed on the ocean surface

from fouling the ROSS’s water intake and stalling the engine.
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Table 4.1: Overview of experiments performed during the Gulf of Mexico deployment

Duration Asset-Hours Assets

Preliminary Autonomy Testing 14h 57h R/V Pelican,
3 Slocum Gliders

Expert Manual Control 82h 517h R/V Pelican,
4 Slocum Gliders,
2 ROSS

Autonomous Experiment 1 57.5h 246h 3 Slocum Gliders,
2 ROSS

Autonomous Experiment 2 34.5h 133h 3 Slocum Gliders,
2 ROSS

Autonomous Experiment 3 18h 59h 3 Slocum Gliders,
2 ROSS

• Preliminary Autonomy Testing: The first autonomy system trial was a prelim-

inary test, with the goal of debugging any issues that appeared during fully au-

tonomous operations. Conducted using a static frame for simplicity, the test in-

volved the three operational Slocum Gliders as well as the R/V Pelican. In this

experiment, the Pelican was included as a ‘robotic’ asset in order to achieve a

heterogeneous team, since the anti-fouling system for the ROSS was still under

development. Waypoints for the Pelican were generated by the autonomy system

and passed to the bridge by hand.

• Expert Manual Operation: During the manual operations experiment a team of

expert oceanographers hand-designed the vehicles’ survey patterns. This experi-

ment used four Slocum gliders, the R/V Pelican, and up to two ROSS vehicles.

Unfortunately near the end of the manual operations, glider OSU-683 suffered a

mechanical failure and had to be recovered and could no longer participate in the
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experimentation. A representative time-series of beliefs along with the respective

novelty fields from this experiment are shown in Fig. 4.11.

• Autonomy Experiment 1: The first autonomy experiment was also the first test of

the autonomy system using all intended components. Experiment 1 can be divided

into three distinct periods based on what method we used for defining the planning

frame. As seen in Fig. 4.10, the drifter was deployed during the first portion

of the experiment, and during that time, the 10 km by 10 km planning frame’s

southeastern corner was located on the drifter’s position. However, toward the

end of period the drifter’s motion was being overly influenced by the increasingly

powerful wind instead of surface currents. To counteract the wind’s effect on the

drifter, we recovered the it and transitioned to a static frame, while we adapted

the autonomy system to incorporate information from the Pelican’s ADCP. The

final portion of the experiment was conducted using a moving frame centered

on a virtual drifter, the motion of which was informed by the Pelican’s ADCP.

During this test, we used up to two ROSS vehicles and three Slocum Gliders. An

illustrative timeseries from this experiment is shown in Fig. 4.12.

• Autonomy Experiment 2: The second autonomy experiment was very similar to

the end of the first, with two notable differences. Firstly we adjusted the weights

on the objective function to omit the novelty-weighted gradient term, and secondly

we began using a Kalman filter to merge the drifter position with the Pelican

ADCP data in order to produce a more accurate measure of the Lagrangian drift

of the ocean for the purposes of defining the motion of the planning frame.
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• Autonomy Experiment 3: The final autonomy experiment was largely a return

to the parameter set used in Experiment 1, but combined with the planning frame

motion as used in Experiment 2. However, this test was significantly shorter than

Experiment 1, and toward the end of the experiment, the frame was made static to

prepare for the final recovery of the vehicles.

4.3.1 Evaluation of Autonomy Performance

In order to evaluate the effectiveness of the autonomy system relative to the manu-

ally controlled operations, we use two quantitative metrics. The first of these metrics is

a count of the number of times a vehicle in the system crossed an ocean salinity front.

To account for the fact that the various experiments were of different lengths and uti-

lized different numbers of assets (see Fig. 4.10), we normalize this number based on

the number of asset-hours of operation during each experiment. The number of front

crossings is determined by counting the number of times a vehicle crosses a salinity

threshold. For each experiment, the value of this threshold is determined by averaging

the observed salinity values from each vehicle. This process resulted in the threshold

values for each experiment falling within the range of 36 ± 0.2 PSU (Practical Salinity

Units), which is in-line with our estimated value for the salinity at the front of 36 PSU.

In order to ensure that the counts of front crossings were true crossings and not spurious

ones caused by observation noise, we smoothed the data using a 1-hour moving average

filter, and further de-noised the data by utilizing a rising/falling edge threshold with a

window of 0.1 PSU. Under this scheme, a front crossing is only ‘counted’ if the salinity
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Figure 4.11: A 4-hour time series from the Expert Manual Control experiment. The left
column shows the estimated salinity field in the 10 km square planning region. The right
shows the corresponding novelty field for each snapshot. The paths are characteristic
of the sampling pattern used by the ocean scientists: vertical, repeated sampling lines
spaced at regular intervals. Each vehicle’s current location is marked with an ‘X’. The
color code for each vehicle is the same as in Fig. 4.10
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Figure 4.12: A 4-hour time series from Autonomy Experiment 1. The autonomy system
is seen sampling along a salinity front. The gliders shown, in pink and green adapt
their sampling, turn north to continue to track the front as the front moves through the
planning frame. Since the pink and green gliders are sampling the front, the blue and
red ROSS vehicles can use their higher speed to move away from the front and explore.
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signal exceeds the threshold by−0.05 PSU for a falling salinity signal and 0.05 PSU for

a rising salinity signal. Both the raw counts and the normalized front-crossing results

are presented in Fig. 4.13.

Our results show that the performance of the autonomy system is competitive with

that of the hand-designed survey patterns, with the performance by the autonomy system

exceeding that of the manual operation in experiments 1 and 3. However, this evidence

is not sufficient to conclude that the autonomy system outperforms the expert operation

in all cases, since there are many confounding factors that may have influenced these

results. We lack a ground-truth representation of the ocean environment in the survey

area during the testing, and must rely on post-facto analysis to estimate the salinity value

at the front. Furthermore, since the experiments were not conducted in parallel, the

likelihood that the ocean conditions are exactly the same across trials is essentially zero.

However, despite these factors, it is evident that the ability of our autonomous front-

tracking system is at least capable of achieving competitive performance in terms of

the number of front crossings when the vehicles were controlled by highly experienced

ocean scientists.

The second metric to evaluate the performance of the autonomy system was to com-

pute the Root Mean-Square Difference (RMSD) between the beliefs generated using

only the data collected by the robotic assets (ROSS and gliders), and the beliefs gener-

ated when the data from the ship is incorporated. Apart from the preliminary autonomy

testing, where the R/V Pelican was used as a stand-in for the ROSS in order to achieve

heterogeneity in the deployed assets, the ship was not used as a robotic asset during the

other autonomous experiments. Instead, the ship was under manual control and per-
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(a)

(b)

Figure 4.13: Performance of the system across four autonomy experiments and during
manual operation in terms of the number of front crossings. The plot in (a) shows the
total number of front crossings for each experiment, while the plot in (b) shows the
number of front crossings normalized by the distance travelled by all vehicles during
each experiment.
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Figure 4.14: Comparison of RMSD across all experiments. The orange line in each
boxplot shows the median difference, while the red dot indicates the difference at the
end of each experiment.

forming profiling sections. The belief using the ship data is as close to ground truth

as we can get during the field trials. The RMSD is computed by generating a pair of

10 km x 10 km beliefs, one with the ship data, and one without. These beliefs are uni-

formly sampled at a resolution of .1 km, and the RMSD is computed. Fig. 4.14 shows a

comparison of the difference across the five experiments.

A high RMSD indicates that the ship was important in discovering the salient salinity

features in the environment, while a low RMSD suggests that the non-ship vehicles were

able to map the environment well on their own. In the graph, the difference caused by

withholding the ship data is greater for the manual experiment than all of the autonomy

experiments, save for experiment 3. This result is not unexpected, since for autonomy
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experiments 1, 2, and 3, the ship’s data was not used as a part of the autonomy system,

and therefore, the remainder of the vehicles mapped the front independent of the behav-

ior of the ship. However, during portions of the manual experiment, the ship operated in

the sampling pattern with the other vehicles, and therefore the sampling patterns for the

non-ship vehicles were designed with the ship’s contribution in mind.

While the RMSD results allude to the performance of the vehicles during each of

the sampling experiments, they fall short of being a true comparison to the ground truth

during the experiment. Instead, these comparisons provide insight as to how robust

the different sampling techniques are to the loss of the best asset. We believe that this

comparison is valid, despite the differences in the systems, since during the autonomy

experiments the ship was also sampling the front under expert guidance. Additionally,

during both the manual experiment and the autonomy experiments the ship also had to

break off from its sampling pattern for various reasons, such as to warn off other vessels

from the experiment area or to recover and refuel vehicles. In the case of the autonomy

system, particularly in Experiments 2 and 3, the lower median difference between us-

ing and not using the ship’s data in the belief construction suggests that the autonomy

algorithms do a comparable or marginally better job of conducting the frontal sampling

task than the oceanographers’ hand-designed sampling patterns. A difference in perfor-

mance between the autonomy algorithm and the manual piloting likely can be attributed

to wider coverage of the experimental area by the vehicles during the autonomy experi-

ments as a consequence of incorporating exploration into the MCTS objective function,

and the adaptive targeting, as compared to the pre-proscribed patterns during the manual

sampling.
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4.4 Conclusion

In this chapter we presented an autonomous system for coordinating a heteroge-

neous multi-robot team in a sampling task along a salinity front. Extending a general

single-robot Monte Carlo Tree Search planner via Sequential Allocation, we were able

to develop a system capable of robust multi-robot coordination in the front identifica-

tion, tracking, and mapping task. In order to achieve good performance in this task, we

incorporated expert domain knowledge through new ways of representing and tracking

marine front environments, as well as through the SA-MCTS objective function. The

capabilities of our system were demonstrated both in simulated trials, as well as during

a two-week deployment in the Gulf of Mexico, where we showed comparable perfor-

mance to hand-designed sampling patterns created by expert ocean scientists. In doing

so, we have bridged the gap between the state-of-the-art information gathering algo-

rithms tested in small-scale deployments and the limited adaptability of autonomy cur-

rently used in large-scale ocean deployments and we demonstrated that our SA-MCTS

algorithm and autonomy system are sufficiently robust to handle the challenges of an

extended trial at sea. Additional discussion of our autonomy system, along with its

Decision Support User Interface can be found in our journal article [71].

One key requirement that enables us to incorporate domain knowledge relating to

topological features, such as the salinity front addressed in this chapter, into a planning

problem is that the existence of the feature must be known. There is a wide array of

work that is focused on extracting topological representations of domestic environments

[32, 10, 28]. However these methods cannot be applied to the marine environments
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where we would like to conduct autonomous sampling missions, since they rely on the

partitioning of the physical operating environment via walls and doorways. In the next

chapter we will discuss a method for identifying topological features in environments

where these features are not present.
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Chapter 5: Information Gathering with Topological Hotspot Graphs

In this chapter, we present a novel method for extracting a topological environmen-

tal representation of the information-space of a robot in an instance of an Informative

Path Planning problem. Prior work in building topological representations is mainly

limited to domestic and other indoor environments, where walls and doorways provide

convenient features for identifying topologically distinct regions. Once identified, a

topological representation can then be used to make high-level decisions about useful

regions to gather data more efficiently than an exhaustive search of the space, since a

search over a topological graph scales with the complexity of the graph rather than with

the size and dimensionality of the space. Our approach expands the types of problem

domains where robots can benefit from topological representations, such as our methods

discussed in in Chapters 3 and 4, improving their performance in information gathering

tasks.

Our method builds on the Fast Marching method [14] to determine the extent in the

metric space as well as the connectivity of a set of topological features. This results

in a graph, the vertices of which correspond to the hotspot regions, and the edges are

show their connectivity. In order to find the optimal allocation of time to the edges

and vertices of this graph, we developed a closed-form solution, which uses Lagrange

Multipliers [80] to solve the time allocation problem for a given set of vertices and edges.

By searching over the space of all possible paths through the graph, we can identify the
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optimal schedule for the robot, which is then combined with a coverage algorithm to

produce the robot’s final path.

Chapter 5.1, outlines the three steps of our method to construct a topological repre-

sentation of the environment and use it to solve the informative path planning problem.

In Chapter 5.2, we show that the topological features identified by our HHIG planner

match those of the underlying environment. The benefits of our proposed method will

be demonstrated, alongside our next contribution, the Topology-Aware Self Organizing

Map algorithm, in Chapter 6. A preliminary version of this work has appeared in [81],

and it will appear in a journal paper that is currently under preparation [82].

5.1 Method

Our approach for using a topological graph to plan an informative path can be broken

down into three component steps:

1. Identify hotspots in the environment and construct a compact topological repre-

sentation of these hotspots and their connectivity as a graph.

2. Plan a maximally informative path through these hotspots, deciding which hotspots

are worth visiting, scheduling an amount of time to spend at each of them, and de-

ciding which edges to use to travel between the chosen hotspots.

3. Transform this high-level plan over the graph into one that can be executed on a

vehicle by creating sub-plans within each hotspot.

Each of the steps will be discussed in detail in the following section.
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5.1.1 Topological Graph Construction

The first step in our approach is to reduce the space of possible paths by clustering

sets of high-value locations into larger hotspot regions in a way that preserves their

underlying topology. Using the robot’s estimate of the likelihood of making a positive

observation of a phenomenon at a particular location in the environment, Iglobal : R2 →

[0, 1], we will construct a graph G = {V , E} that captures the underlying topology of

Iglobal.

Each vi ∈ V = {v1, v2, ..., vn} is a region in space containing one or more points of

interest, which we define as local maxima of Iglobal(x, y). In an ocean monitoring task, a

relative increase in the occurrence of a phenomena, such as phytoplankton can provide

valuable data about the causes of larger oceanic trends. Each vi has a corresponding

estimate of its local reward function, Îi(ti), where ti is the amount of time spent at vi.

This estimate can be any nondecreasing differentiable function, and in this work we

choose to model it on the exponential reward function defined in [51], which captures

the submodular nature of the information gathering task:

Îi(ti) = ai(1− e−biti), (5.1)

where ai is the total amount of information contained in vi. The accumulation rate of

information at the hotspot is given by bi and is a function of both the size of the hotspot,

Ai, and the sensing radius of the robot, obsr:

bi =
obs2rπ

Ai
. (5.2)
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We assume that Iglobal is static during the planning and execution of a trajectory. If the

robot visits the same vertex multiple times, then the time that the robot is considered to

have spent at the vertex is the sum of all the time that it spends during each visit.

The vertices of G are connected by a set of edges, E = {e1, e2, ..., em}, where each

ei ∈ E consists of a pair of opposite directed edges {−→ei ,←−ei }. It is possible for a pair

of vertices to be connected by more than one edge. A robot can only observe the in-

formation associated with a given edge, ei once, by traversing it in either direction (by

traversing either −→ei or←−ei ). The opposite edges −→ei and←−ei follow the same path through

R2, and therefore have the same length. However, representing a bidirectional edge in

this way will allow us to prune our path search space, offering speedups in the path

planning step. This process is discussed further in Chapter 5.1.2.

To construct this graph, we begin by creating a discrete approximation of the global

information function by sampling it in a regular grid pattern. Using this discrete approx-

imation of Iglobal, we collect the local maxima and minima into two sets Smax, and Smin,

respectively. S = Smax ∩ Smin. The elements of Smax are Points of Interest (PoI)s, as

they represent locations where there is a relative increase in the global utility function.

Conversely the elements of Smin are locations where there is a relative lack of the de-

sired phenomena, and therefore should be avoided. An example of this step is shown in

Fig. 5.1a.

Once S is constructed, it is used as the seed points for our modified Fast Marching

expansion method. The standard FM algorithm approximates a solution to the Eikonal

Equation [14][83]:

||∇u|| = τ,
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(a) (b)

(c) (d)

Figure 5.1: Hotspot Identification Process. Fig 5.1a shows the selected maxima and
minima. Figs 5.1b shows the growth of the labelled regions around each smax and
smin ∈ S Fig 5.1c shows the merging of adjacent maxima regions and the creation of
edges between each hotspot. Finally, Fig 5.1d shows the resultant topological graph
G = (V , E).
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where τ is a cost function that defines the speed of travel through the environment, and

u is the function that describes the minimum cost-to-go distance between a point, xi,j

in the environment and a starting location, where ui,j = u(xi,j). The FM algorithm

leverages an upwind scheme to propagate the first-order estimate of u as a wavefront

through an environment. On a Cartesian grid with spacing h, this propagation can be

accomplished by estimating the magnitude of the gradient, ∇u, in both the x and y

directions using

||∇ui,j||2 ≈ τ 2i,j = [max(D−xi,j ,−D+x
i,j , 0)2 +

max(D−yi,j ,−D
+y
i,j , 0)2],

(5.3)

where the forward and backward steps in the x and y directions are defined as:

D+x
i,j =

ui+1,j − ui,j
h

, D−xi,j =
ui,j − ui−1,j

h
,

D+y
i,j =

ui,j+1 − ui,j
h

, D−yi,j =
ui,j − ui,j−1

h

The upwind scheme uses a breadth-first update method to iteratively select a trial

point that is then moved from the frontier set to the accepted set. The accepted set

consists of all the nodes that are a part of the expanded area, while the frontier set

consists of all the nodes that are adjacent to nodes in the accepted set but are not included

in it. The trial node is selected as the node in the frontier set with minimal cost, ui,j ,

since it is the next node to be visited by the wavefront as it propagates. Then, we update

u for all of the trial node’s neighbors, adding them to the frontier set if necessary.

If a neighbor, xi,j is adjacent to one point or one pair of opposite points in accepted,



92

termed P1, then the time-of-first-arrival at xi,j , ui,j is updated according to:

ui,j = uP1 + τi,j,

where uP1 = min(u(P1)). Similarly if there are at least two non-opposite adjacent

points or pairs of points, P1 and P2 with corresponding minimum costs uP1 and uP2 ,

then ui,j is updated by

ui,j = min(uP1 , uP2) + τi,j,

if τi,j ≤ |uP1 − uP2|. Otherwise the update is given by

ui,j =
1

2

(
uP1 + uP2 +

√
2τ 2i,j − (uP1 − uP2)

2
)
.

We adapt this standard FM formulation by varying τi,j based on whether xi,j is a

descendant of a member of Smax or Smin. We propagate the max and min labels from

the original points of interest. Each time a node is expanded it inherits the classification

of its parent in accepted. For an xi,j that descends from a smax ∈ Smax, we define τi,j

as 1 − Iglobal(i, j). For an xi,j that descends from a smin ∈ Smin, τi,j = Iglobal(i, j).

Regions expanding from maxima expand more easily in high-information areas, while

regions expanding from minima expand more easily to cover low-information areas.

This expansion process is shown in Figs. 5.1b and 5.1c.

To construct a graph from the labelled regions, we merge adjacent regions grown

from maxima, as depicted in Fig. 5.1d, and label each combined region as a hotspot,

and add it to V . The interfaces between regions grown from minima become the edges
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between the hotspot vertices. These interfaces are equidistant between local minima

over Iglobal, and therefore correspond to relatively information-rich paths between two

vertices. The resultant graph for a sample environment is shown in Fig. 5.1d.

It is possible for environments to exist where the topological graph construction

fails, such as when a hotspot is completely enclosed by a single region grown from a

local minima, or a local minima is enclosed by a hotspot. In the first case, we simply

use Fast Marching to extend an edge from the isolated hotspot to the nearest edge or

hotspot, connecting it to the graph. We do not address the situation where a hotspot

encloses one or more local minima, as it has no effect on the topological structure of

the resulting graph; we simply end up with a hotspot that bounds one or more areas that

are not included in the hotspot. If a particular domain requires that hotspots be solid,

a simplex-based method [9] could be employed to identify and eliminate the holes in a

hotspot. However, depending on the domain and application, a hole that is a result of

multiple local minima may or may not need be eliminated in this manner.

5.1.2 Hotspot Scheduling

In order to plan a path using the graph, the robot must decide which of the vertices

it should visit, and in what order it should visit them. Similar to the orienteering-style

problems discussed by Yu et al. [51, 39], the problem that we seek to solve is to identify

an informative path, P = (VP , EP , T ), where VP ⊂ V is the set of unique vertices

visited along the path, EP ⊂ E is the set of edges that the robot traverses, and T is the

set of times, ti, spent at each vi ∈ VP . However, in our approach, we do not restrict the
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path that the robot follows to be a tour. Instead, the robot can begin and end its path at

any vertex.

We begin the scheduling process by constructing a tree with its root at the vertex

of G corresponding to the robot’s initial position. We expand the tree by adding child

nodes corresponding to each of the node’s neighbor vertices. These neighbors include

vertices arrived at by following edges back to previously visited vertices, since it can be

necessary to backtrack in order to visit new, unexplored areas of the graph. The tree is

expanded until the budget constraint,

c(P) =

|VP |∑
i=1

ti +

|EP |∑
i=1

`i
velr

≤ B, (5.4)

is met, where `i is the length of edge ei ∈ E , and velr is the robot’s velocity.

While the number of paths can potentially be quite large, it kept relatively low by

several factors. Chief among these is the fact that the graphs we develop are relatively

sparse, rarely consisting of more than 10 vertices. However, graphs with a particularly

high branching factor can lead to an intractable number of paths. Additionally we are

able to prune paths that are guaranteed to be worse than paths already considered. Since

there is no additional benefit to re-visiting a given vertex multiple times versus simply

remaining at that same vertex for longer during a previous visit, we can stop expanding

the tree if we would expand the same directed edge again. Attempting to expand a

directed edge that has already been traversed means that we have previously visited each

of the vertices incident to the edge, and that we have already observed any information

contained within the edge.
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Since the vertices of our graph correspond with hotspot regions, they have nonzero

area, and therefore there can be some distance between the locations in R2 where the

edges connect to the vertices. To determine the time, ti, that is spent at a given vertex

on the candidate path, we first compute the minimum amount of time that the robot is

required to spend in each vi along the path. Each time the robot visits vi, we compute

the amount of time the robot will need to take to travel between its entry and exit edges.

Summed across each visit to vi, this time, t−i , is the minimum amount of time that

the robot is required to spend in vi. We can then compute the amount of our budget

remaining, R, using

R = B −
|VP |∑
i=1

t−i −
|EP |∑
i=1

`i
velr

. (5.5)

In order for the robot to utilize this remaining budget, we assign each vertex an addi-

tional amount of time t+i where the total time spent at vi is ti = t+i + t−i .

We developed a closed-form solution for calculating the values for t+1 , t
+
2 , ..., t

+
|VP |

that maximize
|VP |∑
i=1

Ii(ti) s.t.

|VP |∑
i=1

t+i ≤ R, (5.6)

using a Lagrange Multiplier Method [80] to solve the resource-constraint problem in-

herent in allocating R among {t+1 , t+2 , ..., t+|VP |}. We construct our Lagrange Function,

L, using the Lagrange Multiplier variable, λ,

L(t+1 , t
+
2 , ..., t

+
|VP |, λ) =

|VP |∑
i=1

Ii(ti) + λ(R−
|VP |∑
i=1

t+i ). (5.7)

We take the partial derivative with respect to each t+i ∈ {t+1 , t+2 , ..., t+|VP |}, as well as λ.
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Setting these equal to 0 yields the following system of equations:

∀ 1 ≤ i ≤ |VP |,
∂L
∂t+i

= aibie
−bi(t+i +t−i ) − λ = 0 (5.8)

∂L
∂λ

= R−
|VP |∑
i=1

t+i = 0. (5.9)

We compute the optimal solution by first selecting an arbitrary vertex. Without

loss of generality, let this vertex be v1. We may then solve for the time spent at each

other vertex, ti with respect to the time spent at this reference vertex, t1, by setting the

corresponding pair of equations in Equation 5.8 equal to each other:

t+i =
−ln

(
a1b1
aibi

)
+ b1(t

+
1 + t−1 )

bi
− t−i . (5.10)

Substituting Equation 5.10 into Equation 5.9 gives

t+1 =

R−
∑|VP |

i=2

[
ln
(

a1b1
aibi

)
bi

− b1t
−
1

bi
+ t−i

]
1 +

∑|VP |
i=2

b1
bi

, (5.11)

which we can use to solve for t+1 .

Taken together, Equations 5.10 and 5.11 can be used to compute the optimal values

for all {t+1 , t+2 , ..., t+|VP |} along a given path.

The process used to calculate the schedule for the robot is outlined in Algorithm 1.

Since each node in the tree corresponds to a unique path through the graph, for each

node in the tree we can recover this candidate path by re-tracing the path through the
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tree from the node to the root. By identifying the set of vertices and edges visited along

this path, we can form an instance of the scheduling problem. By solving this problem

for each unique path, we can select the P that maximizes our expected reward, thus

resulting in the optimal path for the robot.

Algorithm 3 Hotspot Scheduling
1: function HOTSPOTSCHEDULE(G, B)
2: tree = constructTree(G, B)
3: for each node in tree do
4: P = tracePathToRoot(node, tree)
5: {t1, t2, ...t|VP |} = schedule(P)
6: Î =

∑|VP |
i=1 Î(ti)

7: P∗ = argmaxP∈tree(Î)
8: return P∗

5.1.3 Path Planning

Once the optimal schedule for the graph is computed, and the budget for each node

is assigned, the robot needs to plan a path that uses the assigned budget within each

node. We use a greedy-coverage algorithm to quickly compute a coverage path for the

vertex. This simple algorithm works well, since the topological hotspot identification

and segmentation component of our approach identifies areas that are filled with only

high-information areas, making a simple coverage approach more effective than it would

otherwise be. However, more sophisticated planners, such as Branch and Bound [6], or

stochastic trajectory optimizers, such as STOMP [84], may be considered to compute

more optimal coverage paths at the expense of computation time.
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(a) (b)

(c)

Figure 5.2: Informative paths planned using budgets of (a) 1.5 km, (b) 3.0 km, and (c)
4.5 km. The area explored by the robot is shown in blue. As the budget increases, our
method is able to balance the additional information gained by continuing to explore the
current hotspot with the information gained by exploring new hotspots.
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To compute the greedy-coverage path, while the robot has budget remaining to travel

to its goal point (if it has one), the robot greedily selects the most informative location

from its unvisited neighbors. If no such neighbors exist, the algorithm selects a location

randomly. Then, the robot moves to the new goal and repeats the process. Once the

remaining budget is equal to the distance to the goal point, the robot moves toward the

goal, preferring to move into more informative locations that it has not yet observed. If

there is no goal point, such as on the last node of the path, then the robot continues to

add to the path greedily until it runs out of budget.

By combining the paths along the selected edges with the greedy-coverage paths

within the vertices, we obtain the final path for the robot. Some sample paths created on

our Monterey Bay dataset are shown in Fig. 5.2.

5.2 Results

We evaluated our method both on a set of simulated environments and on a dataset

of ocean bioacoustic activity collected using a Slocum glider [85] in Monterey Bay, CA.

The simulated environments were created by taking the sum of 50 Gaussian functions

randomly distributed in a 4-connected 35 km by 35 km world discretized at a grid res-

olution of 350 m. The information value across the field is normalized to be between 0

and 1.
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(a) (b)

(c) (d)

Figure 5.3: Comparison of segmentation methods. Areas labeled as hotspots are shown
in red. (a) A sample map of bioacoustic activity collected during a set of trials in Mon-
terey Bay, California. (b) The results of our our Fast Marching based method for iden-
tifying hotspots. Unlike a statically defined threshold of 0.5 (c), our approach does not
omit any points of interest in the generation of hotspot regions. Additionally, our ap-
proach is more selective than simply setting the threshold low enough to capture all
points of interest, as seen with the adaptive thresholding technique in (d).
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(a)

(b)

Figure 5.4: Results comparing our Fast Marching Hotspot Segmentation algorithm to
static thresholding (Activity> 0.5) and adaptive thresholding. Both our method and
adaptive thresholding capture 100% of points of interest within regions labelled as
hotspots. However, our approach outperforms the adaptive thresholding in terms of
hotspot density. The static thresholding method does produce denser hotspots; however
it fails to capture a significant portion of the points of interest in the environment
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5.2.1 Hotspot Segmentation

To evaluate the effectiveness of our hotspot segmentation approach, we compared

our method of segmentation to standard thresholding, which labels as hotspots each

point in space greater than a threshold. We compare to a static threshold of 0.5, as

well as an adaptive threshold, set to capture all PoIs. This adaptation is done by setting

the threshold value equal to the value of the lowest PoI. Each thresholding method is

demonstrated on the Monterey, CA environment in Fig. 5.3. A visual examination

of the three segmentation techniques highlights the drawbacks of the two thresholding

approaches to segmentation. Using a constant threshold, as in [36], and [37], set at 0.5

is shown in Fig. 5.3c fails to capture a number of the PoIs, while adjusting this threshold

to capture the lowest-valued PoI (at 0.05) collects nearly all of the the environment into

one giant hotspot.

We compared the three segmentation methods: Fast Marching, Static Threshold-

ing, and Adaptive Thresholding across a set of 20 simulated environments. In each of

these environments, we compared the methods on both the number of Points of Interest

captured and the hotspot density, which is the percent increase in average information

between the hotspots and the whole environment. The results of these trials are shown

in Figs 5.4a and 5.4b, respectively. Our method shows an increase in hotspot density

over the adaptive thresholding method, while maintaining 100% of Points of Interest

captured in hotspot regions. While our method does produce less-dense hotspots when

compared to a static threshold, the static thresholding misses a significant portion of

the points of interest. This fact is problematic from an ocean science perspective, since
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many of the phenomena that we are interested in monitoring are indicated by a local

deviation from the norm, rather than any global value. Furthermore, since the static

threshold is a hand-tuned parameter, setting it correctly requires a significant amount

domain knowledge, while our Fast Marching Hotspot Segmentation method requires no

such parameter tuning.

5.3 Conclusion

In this chapter we presented a method for constructing a topological environmental

representation of a marine environment by identifying a set of hotspots in the environ-

ment. We were able to use this graph in our informative path planning algorithm by

searching over possible paths through the graph and using a closed-form analytic solu-

tion to optimally distribute time amongst the graph vertices, creating a schedule for an

autonomous vehicle to follow.

While this method is capable of building a topometric representation that captures

the topological structure of the information field mapped across the robot’s state space,

it is limited in the paths that it can consider since the robot is limited to only traversing

between hotspots along the graph edges. In the next chapter, we will present a method

that is not limited in this way, and instead partitions the path-space of the robot into

unique homotopy classes. This alternative paradigm will allow us to more closely tie

the topologies considered to the how the information reward function is realized by the

robot’s motion.
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Chapter 6: Learning Topological Features with Self Organizing Maps

In this chapter we present our fourth contribution: a method that uses a topolog-

ical model of an information field to improve the ability of a trajectory optimization

algorithm to find the maximally informative path. We modify the Self Organizing Map

(SOM) algorithm to allow it to adapt its graph topology during training. While the Hier-

archical Hotspot Information Gathering (HHIG) planner discussed in Chapter 5 captures

the topology of information function mapped over the state space of the robot through

the formation of the hotspot graph, the paths it can consider are limited by the structure

of the hotspot graph. To address this, instead of partitioning the environment directly, we

can instead partition the space of all possible paths, Φ, into topologically distinct homo-

topy classes. Once this has been accomplished, we can select a representative path from

each homotopy class and use Stochastic Gradient Ascent to optimize a path within each

homotopy class. Fig. 6.5 illustrates our proposed method that uses a novel Topology-

Aware Self Organizing Map (TA-SOM) to build an environment model, which can be

used to compute unique homotopy classes.

In many previous domains where topological techniques have been utilized (e.g.

[20][9]), the techniques rely on using physical obstacles to partition the space into dis-

tinct trajectory classes. However in field robotics domains, such as marine scientific

data collection or aerial surveillance, physical obstacles such as islands or mountains

can be few and far-between. Instead, we observe that the information function itself can
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generate distinct homotopy classes of trajectories that span the environment. To enable

the gradient-based optimizer to perform most effectively, the homotopy classes should

each contain a single local maxima, and therefore, the topological features should be

rooted in the local minima of the objective function. However, for a very noisy informa-

tion function, there can be a high number of local minima, which will result in a large

number of homotopy classes. Instead, we only consider the most important features that

induce topological trajectory classes. Doing so greatly reduces the total number of fea-

tures while maintaining the goal of optimizing trajectories in regions with near-convex

objective functions. To accomplish this, we will utilize persistent homology to quantify

the importance of features in the environment.

We first provide some background on persistent homology using simplicial com-

plexes in Chapter 6.1. Then, we outline our TA-SOM algorithm in Chapter 6.2. Then,

in Chapter 6.3, we demonstrate the effectiveness of this method, along with the Hier-

archical Hotspot Information Gathering planner discussed in Chapter 5, and show how

using topological information can improve the performance of a robot in the informa-

tion gathering task over state of the art methods that do not exploit this information.

These experiments are done in simulation, using real-world data taken from the Re-

gional Ocean Modelling System model of Monterey Bay, California, as well as in a set

of field trials conducted using a small autonomous boat on a pond. A version of this

work has appeared in [86], and it will appear in a journal paper that is currently under

preparation [82].
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6.1 Background

For our TA-SOM, we need to alter the graph connectivity around the important topo-

logical features of the environment. To quantify the importance of a topological feature,

we use a measure called persistence. Persistence has been used to quantify the impor-

tance of features in uncertain obstacle fields [87], as well as to set adaptive threshold

to identify topologically distinct trajectories in an environment [88][9]. Central to com-

puting the persistence of topological features is a function that links a scalar threshold

parameter to a countable set of topological features. In [87], this function function

is a threshold of the uncertain obstacle field that, when combined with a homotopy

augmented graph, gives all homotopy classes present in the environment. In [9], the

persistence function is a filtration of a simplicial complex.

A filtration of a simplicial complex, K, is a function that maps a scalar parameter

to a subcomplex of K. More formally, if a function, f maps K onto R, and f satisfies

f(τ) ≤ f(σ) when τ ⊂ σ, for two complexes τ and σ, then f−1 maps R onto the

subcomplexes of K. This inverse function, f−1, is a filtration of K.

One commonly used filtration is the Delaunay-Čech Complex [89], illustrated in

Fig. 6.1. To construct a Delaunay-Čech Complex, a set of vertices, V , in the free space

of a robot are sampled. Around each member of V , a n-ball of radius r is constructed,

where n is the dimensionality of the space being considered. The simplicial complex

that results from the filtration is defined as the maximal simplicial complex defined by

the Delaunay triangulation of that can be constructed within the space defined by the

union of all n-balls. By varying the filtration value, i.e. the radius parameter, different
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Figure 6.1: Delaunay-Čech complex
for increasing values of r for a sample
set of points. Areas shaded in blue are
those used for the generation of the sim-
plicial complex.

Figure 6.2: Resulting Delaunay-Čech
complex for increasing values of r.
True obstacles are shown in red, free
space in white. However, for too large a
value of r (bottom right), key topologi-
cal features disappear.

simplicial complexes will result, with different topological features. An example of this

is shown in Fig 6.1. One important property of the Delaunay-Čech Complex is that the

resulting simplicial complex is guaranteed to retain the same topology as the union of

n-balls [90]. This property is useful when computing homology groups in the resultant

simplicial complex.

Persistence of topological features of a simplicial complex allows for the identifi-

cation of major topological features within a space [9, 88]. As r increases, larger gaps

between the sampled points are filled in by the filtration. The largest of these will corre-

spond to obstacles in the space, where no vertices could be sampled. By constructing a
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persistence diagram, these large gaps in the simplicial complex can be easily identified,

and a value of r selected that preserves them [91]. Selecting too large of a value for r

results in the obliteration of topological features, as shown in Fig. 6.2.

One way to visualize the persistence of features is through a persistence diagram,

which documents the birth and death of topological features relative to a changing

threshold parameter. As the threshold increases, topological features, such as path ho-

motopy classes, holes, or connected components on a graph come into existence (i.e.

are born). The existence of these features are tracked as the threshold continues to in-

crease until they either cease to exist or are merged with a larger feature. At that point

the feature is said to have died. The difference between the value of the threshold at the

feature’s birth and its death is the feature’s persistence value.

An example of a persistence diagram that shows the persistence of two features on

a graph is shown in Fig. 6.3. In this case, the filtration parameter is a threshold on the

edge weight: defined as the line integral of the information field along each edge. Edges

with weight greater than the threshold are added to the graph. As the filtration parameter

increases, connected components merge into progressively larger components, causing

the death of smaller components as they merge with larger ones. As components con-

nect they can create holes in the graph triangulation that will eventually die as they are

covered over by the increasing connectivity of the graph.
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Figure 6.3: An example of a persistence diagram for a simplicial complex. Using the
persistence of 1st order topological features (orange dots), we identify a persistence
threshold (blue), classify features as ‘persistent’ and ‘ephemeral’, and set a correspond-
ing filtration threshold (purple), which is used to alter the SOM topology. Three different
filtration thresholds and their corresponding simplicial complexes are shown.
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6.2 Method

At a high level, the SOM algorithm is a method for fitting a graph, G = (V , E), to a

target function, Ψ(·) [92]. In robotics applications, SOMs have been used as an efficient

method to approximate the solution to the Travelling Salesperson Problem [93][94], as

well as the TSP’s common extensions, such as the Orienteering Problem [95], and other

information gathering tasks [96]. However, a significant issue with existing methods for

SOMs is that the topology of the graph, G, as defined by the structure of its connectivity

is fixed prior to training. Different graph topologies can have an enormous impact on

final positions of the graph vertices [2], and correctly choosing this topology can require

a significant amount of expert domain knowledge. An example of the effect of different

graph topologies on the final positions of V is shown in Fig. 6.4.

6.2.1 Topology-Aware Self Organizing Map

To address this limitation of standard SOMs, we improve on the existing capabilities

of SOMs by allowing them to alter their network topology during training, so as to

better mirror the structure of the underlying function. We accomplish this adaptation by

interleaving the training process with a series of filtration steps, each of which modifies

the graph topology around prominent features in the training distribution, removing and

adding edges to the SOM’s graph. Each train-filter cycle forms a training epoch. We

continue training until a stopping condition is met, either a convergence criterion, or

simply a maximum number of training epochs. Pseudocode is given in Algorithm 4. It

relies on two sub-processes, the standard SOM training function, TrainSOM, and our
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(a) Line (b) Cycle

(c) Long Cycle (d) Five Cycles

(e) Tree (f) Mesh

Figure 6.4: The effects of varying graph topologies on the fit of a standard SOM. Source:
Adapted from [2]



112

(a) (b)

(c) (d)

Figure 6.5: Training of an SOM on a Gyre world. Darker regions contain more infor-
mation. Before training (a), the topological features identified by the SOM (areas with
green edges) are driven by the sampling noise and do not correspond with the true topo-
logical features, (areas in white). Once trained (b) the identified regions align with the
true features. The topology of the SOM (c) is used to identify a set of reference trajecto-
ries in unique homotopy classes. These trajectories are then optimized using Stochastic
Gradient Ascent (d).
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Algorithm 4 Topology-Aware Self Organizing Map

1: function TOPOLOGYSOM(I(·), N )
2: V ←− DrawSamples(N, I(·))
3: E ←− DelaunayTriangulation(V)
4: G ←− (V , E)
5: while ¬ stopping do
6: Ĝ ←− TrainSOM(G, I(·))
7: G ←− Filtration(Ĝ, I(·))
8: return G

proposed filtration function, Filtration.

The first step in TrainSOM is to draw a random sample, ψ, from Ψ. Then, the

closest vertex in V to ψ, v∗, is computed. Once v∗ is known, all the vertices of G

(including v∗) are moved toward ψ. The distance each vertex vi ∈ V is moved toward v∗

is based on both an Information-weighted Euclidean distance between vi and v∗, as well

as on a neighborhood function. The information-weighted euclidean distance is given

by

InformationDist(ψ, v) =
|vψ|∫

vψ
I(s)ds

, (6.1)

where vψ is the line segment between v and ψ. The information distance penalizes both

long edges as well as edges that move through low-information regions. The neighbor-

hood function captures the graph distance along G (i.e. the number of edges between vi

and v∗) to the range [0, 1]. We used a common form for the neighborhood function:

Neighborhood(v0, v1,G) =
1

1 + GraphDist(v0, v1,G)γ
,

where γ is a hand-tuned weighting parameter that controls the decay of the signal propa-
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Algorithm 5 Self Organizing Map

1: function TRAINSOM(G = (V , E), Ψ(·))
2: while ¬ stopping do
3: ψ ←− DrawSamples(1,Ψ)
4: v∗ ←− argminv∈V (InformationDist(ψ, v))
5: for v ∈ V do
6: v̄ ←− (v − φ)× λ× Neighborhood(v, v∗,G)
7: v ←− v + v̄

8: return G

gation along the graph. We set γ to 5 such that approximately 50% of error is propagated

to the immediate neighbors of v∗ and 3% of the error signal is propagated to vertices 2

edges away.

This process of sampling and moving vertices is repeated until a stopping condition

is met. Here the stopping condition is given by

|V|∑
i=0

||v̄i|| ≤ T,

where T is a small threshold number, in our case T = 0.1. To facilitate convergence, a

decreasing discount factor, λ, is used to slowly reduce the magnitude of perturbations to

each vertex during a training epoch. This training process is outlined in Algorithm 5.

As previously mentioned, there is no provision in the training of an SOM to allow

the topology of G to change over the course of training. We address this limitation in

our Filtration function that determines which edges in E to keep as a part of the graph,

and which edges to prune away. We want to remove edges that traverse prominent gaps

in the information function, i.e. large, low-information areas, and keep edges in high-

information regions. We begin by asserting that our graph forms a simplicial complex,
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where the vertices in the graph are 0-simplices, the edges in the graph are 1-simplices,

and the triangles bounded by cyclic trios of edges are 2-simplices [16]. This assertion

is valid, since the edges of our graph are constructed using a Delaunay Triangulation of

the vertices. With a simplical complex, we can easily construct a persistence diagram

using the Gudhi Topology Library [97], charting the lifespan of the 1 and 2-dimensional

topological features. The next step is to identify a filtration of the simplicial complex

that alters the graph topology around the persistent features of the environment, while

ignoring ephemeral features that might arise as artifacts of the triangulation process.

Since the ephemeral features greatly outnumber the persistent ones, identifying the per-

sistent features becomes a problem of outlier detection. To determine which features

are ephemeral and which are persistent, we fit a Weibull distribution to the first-order

persistence values. Weibull distributions are used to model the degradation of systems

over time [98], and they have semi-infinite support (i.e. they are supported over the

range [0,+∞). We define features with a persistence value beyond the α% interval of

the fitted Weibull (i.e. the range of the distribution that contains α% of the total distri-

bution) as persistent, while each feature with a persistence value within the α% interval

is ephemeral. The parameter α is a hand-tuned one, and in practice we found that using

a value of 75% resulted in good performance.

This operation results in a diagonal persistence threshold, as seen in Fig. 6.3. How-

ever, this threshold cannot be used directly to perform the filtration, since it is a property

of the triangulation, not the individual edges. To remove edges from the graph, we

require a horizontal filtration threshold. To map the persistence threshold to a corre-

sponding filtration threshold, we compute the set of possible values for the filtration
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threshold that maximizes the number of persistent features in existence. Then, from

these, we select the value that minimizes the number of ephemeral features that exist

simultaneously. Once the filtration set, we remove edges with a value greater than the

filtration threshold. This process is shown in Fig. 6.3. Applying the filtration alters

topology of the SOM to be closer to that of the underlying function, allowing it to fit the

function better during subsequent training.

Once the Topology-Aware SOM is trained, it can be used to enumerate the possi-

ble homotopy classes of trajectories. To accomplish this, we use the homotopy aug-

mented graph proposed in [20]. The topological features identified during training are

used as ‘obstacles’ in the creation of this graph. Using the robot’s current location as

a root, we expand a homotopy augmented graph. To keep the size of the homotopy

augmented graph manageable, we utilize a non-looping constraint, preventing the ex-

pansion of paths that loop more than once around any given obstacle. We also prevent

the expansion of any vertex beyond the robot’s movement budget, instead adding those

vertices to a boundary set. With the homotopy augmented graph, we determine the set

of homotopy classes that contain trajectories of interest by applying a quotient map to

the unexpanded neighbors of the boundary vertices, mapping them all to a single point.

We then determine all homotopy classes between the root point and the quotient point.

For each of these homotopy classes, we select its representative path: the path in the

homotopy class that maximizes the objective function, I(·).
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6.2.2 Stochastic Gradient Ascent

Once a representative path from each of the homotopy classes has been identified, we

can then proceed to refine the representative paths using an optimization algorithm. To

improve performance, we examined several different heuristics for choosing the order

in which to perform optimization on the representative paths. Experimentally, we found

that the best predictor for the quality of the optimized path was the quality of the unopti-

mized path. Other metrics that we considered were the average path quality within each

homotopy class as well as the number of trajectories in each homotopy class. However,

we found that the average path quality had a weaker correlation than best path quality,

and that the number of paths within a homotopy class was uncorrelated with the quality

of the best optimized path.

We use Stochastic Gradient Ascent (SGA) algorithm as the local optimization func-

tion, since the gradient of the information gathering objective function is difficult to

calculate analytically due to the path dependence of the reward [15]. At a high level,

SGA operates by estimating the gradient by sampling perturbations and recombining

them using a weighting based upon the objective function. Psuedocode for the SGA

algorithm is presented in Algorithm 6.

SGA requires an initial path, P , and an information objective function I(·), which

computes the path dependent reward for executing the P in the environment. Then SGA

iterates through each of the waypoints inP , and for each xi ∈ P a set ofK perturbations

is generated. Each perturbation is generated by drawing from a distribution D. This

distribution, D, can take on many different forms but is typically a zero-mean normal
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distribution. In this work we define D as a multivariate normal distribution:

D = N (

0

0

 ,
σx 0

0 σy

)

with zero mean and covariance matrix defined by σx and σy, which are the variation in

the x and y directions respectively. Note that here we have assumed the perturbations

to be independent, but this assumption is not required for our formulation, and D can

be any covariance matrix. On each iteration through P , we consider the vertices in a

random order to avoid undesirable effects of a particular ordering of the path.

After the set of perturbations, ε, is generated, each of these perturbations needs to

be scored using the information function, I(·). Each of the perturbations, εi in ε is

independently applied to P at the given index to generate perturbed path P̂k. Each of

these P̂k is then scored using I(·) to generate a score vector s. This score vector, s, is

then used in conjunction with ε to calculate the update to that waypoint as:

∆ =
1

K

|K|∑
k=1

wk × εk,

where

wk = e−h
(

sk−min s

max s−min s

)
,

is the weighting factor for perturbation εk comparing the score for εk to the maximum

and minimum scores calculated and h is a weighting factor set to 1 in this work. As in

the SOM training algorithm, a discount factor, λ, is used to facilitate convergence.
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Algorithm 6 Stochastic Gradient Ascent (SGA)

1: function SGA(P , I(·))
2: while ¬ stopping do
3: for p ∈ P do
4: ε←− genPertubations(D, K)
5: s←− getScores(P , ε, p, I(·))
6: ∆←− calcGrad(s, ε)
7: p←− p+ ∆× λ
8: return P

6.2.3 Analysis

SGA is guaranteed to almost surely converge to a local maxima [99] given a large

number of samples. Our method seeks to improve the likelihood of SGA converging to

the global maxima instead of being trapped in a local maxima by partitioning the space

of paths into sets of paths with higher local convexity. Since the globally optimal path is

guaranteed to lie in one of the enumerated homotopy classes, by sequentially applying

optimization within each homotopy class, we hypothesize that our algorithm is more

likely to find the globally optimal path than blindly performing an equivalent number of

random restarts. In Chapter 6.3, we confirm this hypothesis empirically through compar-

isons with an SGA variant that is randomly initialized without topological information.

6.2.4 Extension to Multirobot Planning

Topologically distinct trajectories offer an elegant way to distribute different mem-

bers of a multirobot team to explore an environment by assigning different robots to

different homotopy classes, as described in [87]. By applying these ideas to our TA-
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SOM algorithm, we extend the algorithm developed previously in this section to plan

for multiple robots.

The basic premise for the multirobot informative path planning is the same as the

single robot case. We use the TA-SOM algorithm defined in Algorithm 4 to identify the

positions of the persistent topological features within the environment. Then, instead

of identifying the most promising homotopy class for a single robot, in the multirobot

case we are interested in finding the most promising combination of homotopy classes

for the robot team. Thus, once the TA-SOM has been trained, for each member of the

robot team we use a Homotopy Augmented Graph [20] to identify all possible homotopy

classes of trajectories. Then, we produce a representative trajectory for each of these ho-

motopy classes. The result of this process is a set of topologically distinct representative

trajectories for each member of the robot team. At this point, any number of multirobot

planning paradigms, such as sequential allocation, auction-based methods, or joint opti-

mization could be employed to merge each of these single-robot plans into a collective

multirobot plan [100]. In this work, we chose to simply use joint optimization, since the

primary focus of this contribution is information gathering with topological features,

not multirobot coordination. To perform our joint optimization, we evaluate each com-

bination of the five most promising representative trajectories for each robot and select

the five best joint plans. While the time required for this step does scale exponentially

with the number of robots, we found that for small numbers of robots (N ≤ 5), this

step did not take more than a few seconds. We then use the SGA optimizer described

in Chapter 6.2.2 to optimize the joint plans. In the single-robot case, while generating

perturbations (Algorithm 6, Line 4), we perturb each waypoint in P in a random order.
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To avoid biases in the multirobot optimization, we not only randomize the order of the

waypoints within a path, but also the order of all waypoints across all robots’ paths.

Once the optimization has converged for each of the five sets of plans proposed to it, we

select the best-scoring set for execution.

6.3 Results

To demonstrate the benefits of considering topological features while solving the

IPPP, we performed several experiments both in simulation, using real-world datasets, as

well as in hardware with an autonomous boat on a local lake. The first set of experiments

we perform demonstrates the ability of our proposed methods to accurately capture the

salient topological features of the information field. Then, we evaluate the performance

of our methods on the IPPP.

6.3.1 Evaluation Datasets

Our primary simulated dataset consists of 20 worlds built using real-world data taken

from the Regional Ocean Modelling System (ROMS) [79]. 1 Each ROMS world is

created from a 35 km by 35 km section in the center of Monterey Bay, California and

is resolved at a grid resolution of 700 m. Each of the twenty worlds is at a randomly

chosen time throughout 2017. The information function for these worlds was defined

as the magnitude of the surface salinity gradient, a key identification marker for the

1The Monterey Bay ROMS model output is provided by the Cooperative Ocean Prediction System
(COPS), and is available through their website at http://west.rssoffice.com/ca roms nowcast 300m.
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localization of upwelling fronts.

In addition, we use two other datasets to produce worlds for illustrative purposes.

The Gyre world, shown in Fig. 6.5b, is a hand-constructed environment that contain a

quadruple-gyre system, similar to the worlds used in [101] for planning in flows. The

Gyre world is the same size as the random and ROMS worlds, 35 km by 35 km at 700m

resolution. The information function in this world is defined as the magnitude of the

current flow. Since this world was hand-constructed from well-defined topological fea-

tures, its topology is known a priori, and therefore can be used to perform quantitative

evaluations. Finally, we use a dataset of bio-acoustic data collected by Slocum Gliders

in 2016 in Monterey Bay, California as a real-world example of phenomena that exhibit

hotspot tendencies [102]. This dataset can be seen in Fig. 5.1a.

6.3.2 Topological Feature Detection

To evaluate the ability of our TA-SOM to learn the topological features of an envi-

ronment, we trained a TA-SOM twenty times using random initialization on the gyre

world. Since the gyre world has a well-defined topology, we can compare the number

of topological features identified by the TA-SOM with the true number. We evaluated

the performance of the TA-SOM for zero to five training epochs and using 100, 200,

300, and 500 vertices. The results for these experiments can be seen in Fig 6.6. At

100 vertices the TA-SOM struggles to consistently find all of the features present in the

environment. In the remainder, the TA-SOM is able to smoothly converge to the correct

number of features. Additionally, the amount of time required to train each of these
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Figure 6.6: Number of topological features found by the TA-SOM in the gyre world for
different numbers of vertices across up to five training epochs. The black dashed line at
five is the true number of topological features in this environment.

maps is shown in Fig 6.7. As expected, as the number of vertices increases the amount

of time required to train the TA-SOM increases. We also note that with no training, our

TA-SOM is simply a randomly constructed PRM, and it is equivalent to the simplicial

complexes used in [9]. These results clearly show that by using the training process of

a SOM to refine the simplical complex graph, we are able to improve the performance

of persistence-based simplical complex feature detection. Based on these results, we

chose to use 200 vertices and three training epochs for a balance of quality-of-fit and

computation time.
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Figure 6.7: Amount of time to train the TA-SOM for different numbers of vertices and
training epochs in the gyre world.

6.3.3 Single Robot Information Gathering

In our simulated experiments, we compared the performance of six different infor-

mation gathering algorithms outlined below:

• HHIG - Our Hierarchical Hotspot Information Gathering Planner described in

Chapter 5.

• TA-SOM - Our Topology-Aware Self Organizing Map planner described in Chap-

ter 6.2, using 3 training epochs and 200 vertices. The 5 most promising homotopy

classes identified by the TA-SOM are optimized using SGA.

• Path Persistence - A modification of our the TA-SOM method. Instead of using a

TA-SOM to identify topological features in the environment, this method directly
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(a) (b)

(c) (d)

(e) (f)

Figure 6.8: Violin plots showing the percentage of information collected by a single
robot (a,c,e) and computation time required for planning (b,d,f) for mission budgets of
35 km, 70 km, and 105 km.
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uses the persistence of homology classes of paths across multiple thresholds to

identify persistent features [103]. Representative trajectories from the five most

persistent homotopy classes are then optimized using our SGA framework.

• RRT-OPT - A method that uses a Rapidly exploring Random Tree (RRT) to

quickly build a large number of paths through the environment. Then, the top

five scoring paths to leaf nodes are optimized by SGA. The RRT provides a set of

ranked initializations for the SGA framework that do not use topological informa-

tion. RRT-OPT expands a RRT with 200 vertices.

• BnB - The Branch and Bound informative path planner [6]. Planning on a 700 m

resolution grid proved computationally intractable for BnB, so the results reported

here are planned over a grid with resolution of 3.5 km.

• Greedy - The myopic greedy planner.

We evaluated each algorithm at using three different budgets: 35 km, 70 km, and

105 km. Each robot has a sensor radius of 3.5 km, and is evaluated on the total amount

of the information within the environment the robot observed. In planning for marine

autonomy, particularly for underwater vehicles, minimizing time spent on the surface

not only increases the amount of time the robot is conducting its sampling mission, but

also minimizes the risk to the robot. To incorporate this constraint into our planning,

we enforced an upper limit of 300 seconds of planning time. Since the TA-SOM, Path

Persistence, RRT-OPT, and BnB methods are anytime algorithms, if the time limit is

reached, the planner uses the best path produced. Each of the planners that incorporate

our SGA optimizer used 25 optimization iterations to refine a trajectory to its final form.
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The results from these trials are shown in Fig 6.8. The first trend that we notice is,

predictably, as the budget increases from 35 km to 105 km, the average score attained by

each robot as well as the computation time required to produce each path increases. Sec-

ondly, the three topological methods, HHIG, TA-SOM, and Path Persistence all maintain

competitive performance with each other, and outperform the non-topological methods

at the higher budgets. At lower budgets, (i.e. with shorter paths), in a given environment

there are fewer topological decisions to make. As a result, the impact that considering

topological features can have relative to the non-topological methods is reduced, mak-

ing their performance closer to the non-topological methods. The opposite is also true.

Longer planning budgets increase the number of unique topological classes in an envi-

ronment. As a result, reasoning over the space of possible classes is more informative,

and therefore more valuable, leading to increased performance of the topological meth-

ods, as is evident in Fig. 6.8e. Due to the size of the environment, Branch and Bound

struggles, particularly with higher planning budgets, where it failed to converge to its

graph-optimal path within the 300 second planning time. It is worth noting that Branch

and Bound uses a graph resolution five times coarser than that used by the HHIG or

Greedy algorithms. At an equal resolution, the size of the decision problem is intractable

for Branch and Bound, and it failed to converge for any of the three budgets tested.

The three topological methods, HHIG, TA-SOM, and Path Persistence, all have com-

petitive performance across all planning budgets. However, they are differentiated by the

amount of computation required to achieve their levels of performance. The HHIG al-

gorithm requires significantly less computation than TA-SOM or Path Persistence. This

difference can be attributed to the fact that the HHIG algorithm uses a different topo-
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logical planning paradigm than the other two topological methods. HHIG constructs a

sparse topological graph that captures the adjacency of different information hotspots.

The key decision making and scheduling happens on this graph. In practice, we found

that the size and degree of these graphs tend to be small, usually with 4 or 5 hotspots

and a degree of about 3. Even though HHIG must search through all possible sched-

ules on this graph, the small size makes this search manageable. In contrast, both the

TA-SOM and Path Persistence algorithms rely on homotopy augmented graphs [20] to

enumerate the topological trajectory classes created by the features in the environment.

In the TA-SOM algorithm, we create a single homotopy augmented graph after the TA-

SOM has been trained. In contrast, the Path Persistence algorithm, since it is using the

persistence of homotopy classes across multiple threshold levels, requires a homotopy

augmented graph for each threshold of the information function. Consequently con-

structing a homotopy augmented graph must be repeated a number of times determined

by the number of thresholds used to compute path feature persistence. Increasing the

resolution of these thresholds provides a more accurate measure of the path persistence

at the cost of additional computation time.

6.3.4 Multi-robot Information Gathering

The final set of experiments examined the ability of the TA-SOM and Path Per-

sistence methods to scale in multirobot information gathering. Since the core of both

methods utilizes homotopy information to divide the space of possible paths into topo-

logically distinct trajectory classes, they each have a natural extension to the multirobot
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planning problem. We compare these two methods with a baseline Greedy algorithm.

We do not extend our HHIG planner to the multirobot case, since the inclusion of mul-

tiple robots into the topological graph scheduling problem is less of a straightforward

extension, and beyond the scope of the work presented here. The results from these

experiments showing both the information collected and the computation time is shown

in Fig. 6.9 and Fig. 6.10, respectively.

In terms of performance in the information gathering task, the multirobot results

mirror the single-robot results. Generally, both topological methods outperform the non-

topological baseline. However, there is one exception. At a team size of five robots, the

Path Persistence algorithm achieved a score of zero. The reason for this outlier can be

seen in the computation time results. As the number of robots increases, the computation

times for all three methods increases. While our TA-SOM method manages to stay

beneath the 300 second time limit for all team sizes, the Path Persistence quickly scales

to the maximum computation time. Both the TA-SOM and Path Persistence methods are

comprised of two main steps: first a processing step to identify unique homotopy classes

for each robot, and second an optimization step where the best homotopy classes are

jointly optimized. For the TA-SOM planner, the computational expense of the first step

is largely independent of the number of robots since all robots can use the same trained

TA-SOM. As a result, Homotopy information only needs to be computed once for each

robot. In contrast, the Path Persistence method must compute a homotopy augmented

graph multiple times for each robot. The effects of this difference becomes apparent

when the robot team size grows to the point where the Path Persistence algorithm is

unable to complete the first step in the allotted time. It is unable to produce any paths,
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Figure 6.9: Multirobot Score. With a team size of 5 robots, the Path Persistence method
failed to produce a plan in all 20 of the trials, resulting in an average score of 0.

and therefore achieves a score of zero.

6.3.5 Field Testing

To validate the performance of our topological planning algorithms, we deployed

them on a Platypus Lutra autonomous boat [3], shown in Fig. 6.11, at Ireland Lane

Pond, near Corvallis, Oregon. We tested four different algorithms, our HHIG algorithm,

our TA-SOM algorithm, and Greedy, which we use as a baseline. We conducted three

trials for each algorithm, one from each of three different starting locations: the first

near our deployment point on the north shore of the pond, the second near a backup de-

ployment point on the southeastern shore, and the third in the center of our deployment

region. For the information function, we used a map of the magnitude bottom gradient,
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Figure 6.10: Multirobot Computation Time. As the number of robots increases, TA-
SOM scales to the maximum computation time more efficiently.

taken within a bounded region of the lake and normalized into the range [0,1]. This map

was produced by completing a dense survey of the pond with the Lutra’s sonar and com-

bining the observations into a single map using a Gaussian Process with an RBF kernel.

All nine of the plans were planned offline, then executed using the Lutra. The results

from all nine paths are shown in Table 6.1, and the best-performing trajectories, those

from the northern deployment location are shown in Fig. 6.14. The results from these

trials mirror our simulated results, with the three topological methods outperforming the

greedy baseline, both in actual information collected and in the expected reward from

the planned paths.

The topological representations built by our algorithms are shown in Fig. 6.12 and

Fig. 6.13. Qualitatively, both representations capture the underlying structure of the in-
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Table 6.1: Percentage of total information collected by the robot at each of three starting
locations. Expected information based on planned path is shown in parentheses.

Central Southeast North

HHIG 19.88 (20.66) 18.56 (17.14) 20.21 (19.36)
TA-SOM 22.56 (22.96) 19.62 (20.40) 22.51 (21.28)
Path Per. 22.23 (23.42) 21.85 (21.45) 21.23 (21.82)
Greedy 16.97 (18.28) 15.43 (15.42) 17.63 (15.99)

formation field. In the hotspot map, the contours of the hotspots follow those of the

darker high-information regions, while in the trained TA-SOM, our algorithm has dis-

covered information voids in the low-information region in the southern half of the ex-

periment region. The effects of these representations can be seen in their corresponding

paths in Fig. 6.14. The behaviors shown there are representative of the behavior of all

three algorithms at the other two starting locations. The path produced by the TA-SOM

planner wraps around the western side of the void, skirting it, while reaching the high

information region in the south. Meanwhile, the path produced by the hotspot algorithm

diverts to the high information region in the west, before continuing to the area in the

south. In contrast to the topological methods, the greedy algorithm fails to realize the

existence of the information to the west, and becomes stuck in the local maxima at the

south.

6.4 Conclusion

In this chapter we presented a method for using a Topology-Aware Self Organizing

Map to allow identify prominent features in an environment. Using these features, we
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Figure 6.11: Platypus Lutra Autonomous Boat with Lowrance depth sonar used in field
trial experiments [3]

Figure 6.12: Hotspots on Ireland Lane Pond, Corvallis, Oregon
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Figure 6.13: Trained TA-SOM on Ireland Lane Pond, Corvallis, Oregon

can identify a set of topologically distinct trajectory classes that, in turn, can be utilized

to generate a set of reference trajectories that span the local maxima of the space of

possible paths in the information gathering task.These trajectories enable improved per-

formance from a local optimizer, Stochastic Gradient Ascent, allowing it to more easily

find paths closer to a global optimum.

In our experiments on ROMS model output we were able to show that by incorporat-

ing topological information into an informative path planner, we were able to improve

the performance of a robot in the IPPP. Furthermore, we showed that this additional

benefit does not require a significant computational cost, as our HHIG planner is able

to realize these benefits while maintaining a computation time that is comparable to the

naı̈ve greedy algorithm.
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(a) (b)

(c) (d)

Figure 6.14: Sample Paths from the northern starting location. The shaded regions show
the area covered by the Lutra’s 5m sensing radius as it traveled along its path. While
the Greedy path (c) gets stuck in the southern corner after travelling down the east side
of the experiment region, the TA-SOM (a) and HHIG (b) planners both visit the high-
information area in the west.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion

In this thesis, we have provided four contributions that taken together provide a

framework for enabling topologically guided robotic information gathering. First, we

demonstrated that explicit topological constraints can be be incorporated into a robot

mission planning algorithm by developing a method that enables a tethered vehicle to

avoid becoming entangled by its tether during an infrastructure inspection mission. Sec-

ond, we relaxed the assumption that the robot is given an explicit map of the features,

and instead examine how descriptions of the topological features and desirable robot

behavior can be incorporated into robotic planning. We developed a multirobot path

planning framework uses this domain knowledge in the construction of an information

objective function and a topological environment model. We showed that planning us-

ing a topological environment model improves the performance of the robot team in a

front-mapping task. Additionally, we showed that planning using these models enables

autonomous control of the robot team to match or exceed the performance of human

experts on a front-sampling task.

While these first two contributions expand the abilities of robots to reason about

the topology of their environment while planning information gathering missions, we

found existing methods for incorporating topology in planning were lacking in prob-

lems where the topological features are not given from external information. To address

this issue, we developed two techniques that use the characteristics of the information
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gathering problem itself to identify topological features in a the information objective

function and then exploit them to improve the ability of a robot to plan informative

paths. The first of these methods, our Hierarchical Hotspot Information Gathering plan-

ner, partitions the information field into a set of discrete information hotspots that form

a topological graph. By first planning the information gathering mission on this graph,

we can rapidly incorporate global context about the structure of the information field

into the planning process. The second method, Topology-Aware Self Organizing Maps,

forms a topological representation of the space of possible paths through the information

field. Using this representation, we can identify promising local maxima in the robot’s

path space and exploit them using a Stochastic Gradient Ascent trajectory optimizer to

quickly find the global maximum.

Across our four contributions, we demonstrated the benefits of leveraging topolog-

ical models for robotic information gathering and inspection. Since these models are

inherently global, they enable robots to reason over their whole path. As a result, robots

can consider new constraints on their paths that cannot be modeled using purely metric

representations. Furthermore, the additional global context provided by the topological

models enables robots to reason at a high level about their environments, which helps

them avoid becoming trapped in local maxima in the information objective function. In

our experiments, we showed that even when robots are not provided with external defi-

nitions of topological features, they can use characteristics of the information gathering

problem itself to build topological representations of the information objective func-

tion. These representations improve the performance of the robots on the information

gathering task over state-of-the-art methods that do not incorporate topology.
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7.1 Future Research Directions

One of the main limitations of topological techniques is that they require a significant

amount of prior information about the environment in order to build a meaningful topo-

logical representation of it. In this work, we either assumed that the robot was provided

with a map of the topological features in an environment, descriptions of topological

features from human experts, or a map of the information field itself. In some applica-

tions, such as those where the robot can benefit from human experts, satellite data, or

prior surveys, these assumptions may be valid. However, this limitation diminishes the

applicability of topological methods in unknown environments.

7.1.1 Topology of Partially-Known Environments

In the near term, we would like to reexamine this assumption and investigate ways

that topological features could be identified in real-time so they can be exploited in un-

known and partially known environments. A related avenue for future research is to

apply topological techniques in time-varying environments. Since topological represen-

tations contain unique information about the structure of the environment that is inde-

pendent of the layout in metric space, plans made in a topological space may remain

useful even if the metric environment changes. Furthermore, changes in the topological

structure of an environment may provide insights about when a robot should replan.
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7.1.2 Explainability and Introspection via Topology

Taking a broader view, the contributions of this thesis have enabled robots to reason

about their environments at a high level during information gathering tasks. By under-

standing the elements of the Informative Path Planning Problem not as a metric motion

planning problem, but instead as a high-level decision making problem, we have laid

the groundwork for future robots to introspect about and communicate their own deci-

sion making. When working in teams, this model will allow robots to more concisely

communicate their plans, goals, and reasoning with each other, improving their ability

to work together and coordinate as members of a distributed multirobot team. Further-

more, increased transparency and explainability in decision making could open up new

ways for humans collaborate with robots, allowing robots to benefit from decades of

human expertise and experience as well as human creativity and insight.
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