Realistic low-latency mobile AR rendering

W. Pasman, S. Persaand F. W. Jansen
Delft University of Technology, UbiCom project
Mekelweg 5, Delft, Netherlands
corresponding author: W.Pasman@twi.tudelft.nl

Abstract. When designing a system for mobile augmented reality, problems to be
tackled concern tracking, rendering performance, end-to-end latency, battery usage,
and communication bandwidth of the mobile platform. We developed an integral
solution covering all these aspects, while still being manageable from the
application’s point of view. In this paper we outline the global layout of our system,
and discuss a demo application projecting a statue on the campus.

Introduction

Today, various implementations for mobile AR exist. However, they are mainly
focused on wayfinding and tourist guiding [1]. They often rely on simple line
drawings and text, instead of full 3D rendering. Although such simple pictures
can be used for architecture [2], the requirements are more severe than for tourist
guiding: the virtual objects are larger in number and in size, the accuracy needsto
be higher (depending on what the user is trying to do), and texture-mapped
polygons instead of line drawings would be helpful in a large number of
applications.

Optical AR, where the virtual objects are merged optically into the real world via
a half-transparent mirror, is preferred for mobile outdoor AR applications. Video
AR configurations, where the real world is recorded with a camera, and both
virtual and real objects are shown on amonitor before the user's eyes, will degrade
the user's view of the real world and give large latencies between the user's
movement and the corresponding update of the display (end-to-end latency).
This will decrease the quality of his view on the real world, which may decrease
his performance, cause simulator sickness and even might be dangerous in case of
asystem failure.

A number of challenges rise when aiming for such a high-performance mabile
AR system.

 Objects have to be positioned with absolute accuracy, because the virtual
markers probably refer to something in the real world. In indoor immersive VR,
for which most current tracking systems have been designed, absolute errors cause
no immediate problems because all objects will be displaced the same amount.
Highly accurate outdoor trackers do not exist yet.

* When using optical AR, the accuracy requirements directly imply requirements
for the maximum end-to-end latency. However, even high-end graphics
workstations today are optimized for maximum throughput and not for low
latency.

* Virtual objects cannot just be rendered independent of the environment. If virtual
objects have to be occluded properly by real-world objects, the rendering system
needs to know about objects in the real world. Also, the system may need to be
aware of other aspects of the environment, for instance for proper lighting of the
virtual objects.



» The batteries are a point of concern for mobile AR applications. To save
batteries, it is essential to carefully trade off the battery usage against wireless
network load and final image quality. A first approach could be to move
computations to the fixed backbone systems. However, the results of the
computations still have to be brought back to the user, and if these results are
large or latency-sensitive, the costs of the wireless link may be prohibitive.

We [3] have developed an overall approach to mobile AR. In this paper we
outline parts in our system that are crucial for the accuracy of the final image: the
tracking system, the renderer, the dynamic simplification system and the
supporting database. Finally we present a sample architectural application where a
virtual statue is merged into real world.

Previous work

We cannot discuss al relevant work here. Instead, we discuss existing work on
latency, because of its far-reaching consequences for the system setup.

Latency is the most important source of misplacement of virtual objects in the
real world [4]. Especialy rotation of the head can be very fast, in the order of 300
degrees per second and faster if necessary, and in such a situation even alatency of
10 ms will result in a misplacement of 3 degrees (Figure 1). Every component in
the chain between the moment the observer moves his head and the moment the
new image is visible in the display has effect, so we have to consider all partsin
this critical path. It has been shown experimentally that humans can detect
latencies as low as 8 ms and probably less [5]. Fortunately, many tasks can be
accomplished reasonably effective in presence of delays. For instance for
immersive VR, latencies in the order of 40 ms are acceptable work with even
relatively latency sensitive tasks as car driving [6].
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Figure 1: Head rotation is the most critical factor in the latency-accuracy
relation. Here, the observer rotates his head counterclockwise while we
try to align the virtual and real objects. The virtual object has a latency
and will be displayed in a direction it should have been a short while
ago. Therefore, the virtual object appears misplaced.

Configurations using optical AR are more latency sensitive than immersive VR
configurations, because real world objects have no latency and delays of virtual



objects can be seen directly. For applications such as AR architecture, latenciesin
the order of 10 ms seem acceptable [7].

Not so much has been done about low latency rendering. Typically, rendering is
done into a back buffer, which is swapped into the display card in sync with the
vertical refresh of the screen. This mechanism gives the typical latencies of about
40 ms for the rendering and displaying alone, assuming a 50 Hz refresh. Often,
the rendering runs on a lower refresh rate, and latencies of 100 ms are common.
The latency of the tracker still comes on top of this. The most serious attempt we
know of was presented in [8]. Their rendering pipeline gave delays of 17 ms, but
their end-to-end latency was still about 50 ms.

With a plethora of different graphics applications that depend on motion-tracking
technology for their existence, a wide range of interesting motion-tracking
solutions have been invented. Surveys of magnetic, optical, acoustic, and
mechanical tracking systems are available in [9, 10]. Each tracking approach has
limitations, most have a short range and are not suited for outdoor use. Most
trackers have latency in order of 100 ms. Hybrid systems attempt to compensate
for the shortcomings of each technology by integrating multiple sensors to
produce robust results. Hybrid systems that combine inertial tracking with
position tracking from camera images seem most promising, because the inertial
data can increase the robustness and computing efficiency of a vision system by
providing a frame to frame prediction of camera orientation, while the vision
system can correct for the accumulated drift of the inertial system. A number of
such systems exist [11, 12, 13]. The approach of Berger [13] and Simon [14] is
suited for video mixing with synthetic objects, but they give no clue about the
loop execution time. The system presented by Behringer [12] can achieve high
output rate due to the simple image processing of matching silhouette, but it is
not operable in an urban environment. The image processing system described by
Harris [27] can track simple models like a model Hornet aircraft, cylindrical
objects and patches on the ground, but will fail in an urban environment, where
multiple objects with complex wire-frame models are present in the image. The
problem of line matching is best presented by Schmid [28], but unfortunately
their approach uses stereo vision, and is very computation intensive. Presented
measurements [11] show maximum angular errors of about 10 degrees, and a
latency of 92 ms, which is quite far from our requirements.

Remote computation is desirable to save batteries on the maobile system (the
headset). An extreme approach was taken in the InfoPad project [15], where the
mobile system isonly an X server and every interface action, down to mouse drag
operations, are handled in the backbone. However, remote computation gives
latency. Typical latencies are in the order of tens of milliseconds including all
protocol layers that exist in current computer architectures. Furthermore, large
images will take a lot of time to transmit, also increasing the latency. Thus,
latency sensitive rendering processes will haveto run in the headset.

In the following sections, we discuss the structure of those critical components
within the Ubicom mobile AR system.



UbiCom Mobile AR System

The prototype system as under development within the Ubiquitous
Communications (UbiCom) project is too complex to describe here in detail.
We will discuss the rendering system, the projected tracking system and the GIS
database system in some detail. For more details on various parts the reader is
asked to refer to the UbiCom home page [3].

As discussed in the previous section, we aim at a system with atotal latency of at
most 10 ms. We alotted 2 ms to the tracking system and 8 ms to the rendering
system (including frame buffers and display delays).

Rendering system

To make rendering latencies as low at 8 msfeasible at al, a number of low-level
mechanisms have been implemented. A basic source of latency is the display.
Assuming atypical refresh rate of 50Hz, it takes 20 msto display a single frame.
The time to render the frame will come on top of that. It is clear that it is not
possible to reach the required latency by sequentially rendering and displaying a
frame. Instead, our system renders only a part of the frame at atime just ahead of
the display's raster beam. Our prototype implementation renders the frame in 4
dlices, and has a combined rendering and display latency of 8 ms[16].

Figure 2. A number of scene simplification methods. From top left, in clockwise order:
the original object, simplified polygon object, meshed imposter, IwD and simple
imposter.



The number of polygons in the scene has to be reduced drastically in order to be
manageable by the frontend and wireless link. This is done using conventional
level of detail methods, such as simple imposters [18], meshed imposters [17] and
simplified polygon objects [19] (Figure 2).

It is difficult to schedule simplification methods such that the required quality is
reached while minimising the resource load. Ultimately, only the application can
decide which quality and resource load is acceptable. We developed a two-phase
quality of service mechanism that allows the application to steer the scheduling,
quality and resource load. Before any rendering takes place, the application gets
the opportunity to pick the proper point on a curve representing the current
quality/load tradeoff. This mechanism fits with the project-wide QoS management
philosopy [20].

Tracking system

In order to reach the requirements of centimeter-accuracy at a latency of only 2
ms, we propose a tracking system fusing several sensors. accelerometers,
gyroscopes, a compass, a video camera and differential GPS (DGPS). To
minimise power usage, the systems and calculations are distributed carefully
between the headset and the backbone (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Integration of sensor data for position tracking. Part of the calculations
is done in the backbone, to save power usage in the headset.
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The DGPS system uses relatively much power, is not very accurate (2-10 m
typical error) and very slow (1Hz refresh). Therefore, it is used only for
initialising the tracking system.

The position of the camera can be determined by finding lines in the camera
image and matching them with lines with known positions in the real world. The
accuracy is rougly proportional to the pixel size of the camera, and can be of
centimeter precision if there are matched lines at a meter distance.

The matching processisrelatively expensive (see 'line matching' below), and it is
done in the backbone. Transmitting camera images to the backbone is expensive
as well, and compression is not a good idea because the edges in the image will
be blurred, hampering the line extraction. Instead we extract the lines from the
images within the headset, and transmit only the lines found. Available quick and
low power time line extraction algorithms mainly rely on Hough transforms [21],
and give lines without end points.



Accelerometers and gyroscopes are very fast and accurate, but due to their drift in
these sensors, they have to be reset regularly, in the order of once per second
depending on the drift of the gyroscopes and accelerometers. The sensors we use
now [22] have very low drift and theoretically can do with much lower reset rates,
but this sensor is large and heavy. In the future we plan to use smaller and lighter
sensors, but these have higher drift [23].

GIS database

We need a GIS database in the backbone both for the line matching of the
tracking system, and for the proper occlusion of virtual objects in the rendering
system. We discuss how the GIS database is constructed, and which 3D data
structure has use in order to alow quick response to latency-sensitive queries from
both the rendering and tracking system.

The first, rough version of the GIS database has been constructed semi-
automatically, using photos from the air and ground, DGPS measurements, 2D
digital maps from the cadaster and manual steering of the processes (Figure 4). In
contrast with common 2.5D GI'S databases, our database has afull 3D structure.
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Figure 4. semi-automatic construction of the database. Photos taken from the ground
are used to reconstruct the rough outlines of the buildings. These outlines are improved
automatically with additional lines. Placement, alignment and height of buildings on a
larger scale is semi-automatically based on images and laser height data taken from the
air.



The rough outlines in the database are enriched with more lines, which are
extracted from cameraimages. This enrichment can be done before the database is
used for tracking, but also during use, by processing images from the camera on
the headset.

The database is stored within Oracle 8. Both line matching and rendering are
optimally served if only data especially relevant for the current position of the
user is extracted from the database. Therefore, quick response to database queries
(in the order of 1 second) is essential. To speed up especially response time, we
decided to use our own functionality and 3D data structure, instead of oracl€e's
spatia data engine (Figure 5) [24].
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Figure 5. Proposed 3D data structure, optimised for
supporting our rendering and tracking processers.

Line matching
Matching the lines from the database with the lines extracted from the camera
images is essential to find the position and orientation of the camera (Figure 6)

Figure 6. Lines extracted from the cameraimages (Ieft) and from the GI S database
(right). Matching those lines gives an accurate estimation of the camera position
and orientation. Note in the left image that several of the long horizonta lines are
doubled, because the image of the building is slightly curved. In practical
situations, many of these spurious lines are found.

This matching is difficult:

* Many lines in the database will certainly be invisible, for instance lines at the
back of a building. These lines have to be removed to improve the matching
process. These hidden lines can be found with existing hidden surface algorithms.



However, the camera viewpoint is only approximately known, and therefore we
cannot be completely sure which lines are visible. Depending on the stability of
the matching process, lines of which it is not certain whether they are visible
may be kept or removed. If kept, a false match may cause a precise but incorrect
position estimation. If removed, the result will be some missed matches and a
degraded position estimation.

* A related problem is that there will be lines invisible that were expected to be
visible, for instance because thereis a car in front of it, or because thereis atree
in front of it that is not in the database.

» The database should provide lines of the appropriate level of detail: for nearby
objects detail lines might be visible, while for distant objects only outlines are
visible.

* Lack of resolution in the database. For instance, the exact locations of nearby
tiles may not be stored, missing opportunities to accurately estimate the position.
* Repetitive patterns, such as tiles and windows may cause matching to be stuck
inalocal 'best match' instead of the correct match.

» Shadows and lens distortion may cause multiple lines to be extracted from the
camera images instead of a single line (Figure 6), causing matching problems
and extralink load and latency.

* Colors are ignored completely, reducing the possihilities for matching.

« |f the headset provides lines without end points, special algorithms have to be
developed to match them with the lines with end points from the database.

A number of these problems still have to be resolved. Consequently, the
matching process still has to be guided by hand.

Statue application

To test the functionality of our system, we placed avirtual statue on the campus.
The statue was scanned in from areal statue, and consists of 343k polygons. Our
current prototype can not handle this model in full detail in realtime, because all
VRML files are currently transmitted to and parsed uncompressed in the
simplification machines. Instead, we use a 10 k polygons model internally.

At this time, our realtime tracking system is not yet running. To get an
impression of the behaviour of our real-time rendering system, we replaced the
real world and the tracking system with a video file annotated with off-line
calculated position and orientation data. The video was played with the output
routed to our rendering system, to generate AR overlaysin realtime. The resulting
images were mixed electronically with the video (Figure 7).

This environment video recorded by moving around with avideo camerain front
of the virtual statue, in a way similar to the movements that a person with our
AR headset would make. The video was corrected offline for barrel distortion. The
video file was also corrected for the time difference between the time the upper
and lower line of the image will be displayed (using the rotational speed of the
camera at that time as was calcul ated as discussed below).
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Figure 7. Setup to test our real-time low power rendering system.
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The position and orientation data was recovered from the camera images alone,
because we don't yet have the sensor fusion processes running. The position was
recovered for each camera halfframe, by matching a few recognised points
(typically, 3) with the real-world positions stored in the GIS database. A simple
symmetric 5-tap low pass filter was applied to remove some of the noise.

The video was annotated with audio codes, in order to keep track of the frame
number, so that the position and orientation corresponding to the current video
frame could be picked from the positionsfile.

Figure 8 and 9 show preliminary snapshots from the final video file. If the
observer would come much closer, it becomes necessary to represented the object
with a polygon model, because the bandwidth to the headset does not allow us to
update images quick enough. The result can look quite rude because of the
maximum number of polygons that the rendering frontend can handle. The
geometric distortions are acceptable here, but to keep the statue visually appealing
as well a texture should be mapped on the polygon model. The simplification
software can handle such textures.



Figure 8. Preliminary nearby look at the statue. The Statue is slightly transparent,
due to the optical mixing of our AR system.

Figure 9. The virtual statue partially occluded by real-world artwork.



Conclusions, future work

We showed the system concept of the UbiCom mobile AR system, and we
showed the capability of the rendering system to render complex virtual objectsin
a stable and robust way, while at the same time using only little power.

Our prototype system is not really low power, asit is based on off-the-shelf PC
hardware. However, low-power alternatives with comparible performance exist,
for instance ATI and 3dLabs have single-chip accelerators using approximately
1.5W [25] that can replace our Voodoo2 graphics card. We are working on
hardware for awireless low-power platform [26].

The most important component still to be finished is the tracking system.
Differencesin the lines extracted from the camera images and between the linesin
the GIS database have to be coped with, and in such away that the matching can
be done in realtime while using as little power as possible in the headset.

A number of optimizations still have to be made in the rendering system. We
plan to investigate how to update imposter images incrementally, using a robust
version of MPEG video coding.
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