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Development of Autonomous Underwater Vehicles (AUV's) has permitted the automatization of many tasks originally

achieved with manned vehicles in underwater environments. Teams of AUV's designed to work within a common mission

are opening the possibilities for new and more complex applications. In underwater environments, communication,

localization, and navigation of AUV's are considered challenges due to the impossibility of relying on radio

communications and global positioning systems. For a long time, acoustic systems have been the main approach for

solving these challenges. However, they present their own shortcomings, which are more relevant for AUV's teams. As a

result, researchers have explored different alternatives. To summarize and analyze these alternatives, a review of the

literature is presented in this paper. Finally, a summary of collaborative AUV's teams and missions is also included, with

the aim of analyzing their applicability, advantages, and limitations.
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1. Introduction

Over the years a large number of AUV's are being designed to accomplish a wide range of applications in the scientist,

commercial and military areas. For oceanographic studies, AUV's have become very popular to explore, collect data, and

to create 3D reconstructions or maps . At the oil and gas industry, AUV's inspect and repair submerged infrastructures

and also have great potential in search, recognition, and localization tasks like airplane black-boxes recovery missions 

. AUV's are also used for port and harbor security tasks such as environmental inspection, surveillance, detection and

disposal of explosives and minehunting .

Design, construction, and control of AUV's represent such a challenging work for engineers who must face constraints

they do not encounter in other environments. Above water, most autonomous systems rely on radio or spread-spectrum

communications along with global positioning. In underwater environments, AUV's must rely on acoustic-based sensors

and communication. Design and implementation of new technologies and algorithms for navigation and localization of

AUV's — especially for collaborative work—is a great research opportunity.

Before establishing a collaborative scheme for AUV's, the problem of localization and navigation must be addressed for

every vehicle in the team. Traditional methods include Dead-Reckoning (DR) and Inertial Navigation Systems (INS) . DR

and INS are the longest established methods to locate an AUV . These systems rely on measurements of the water-

speed and the vehicle's velocities and accelerations that, upon integration, leads to the AUV position. They are suitable for

long-range missions and have the advantage to be passive methods — they do not need either to send or receive signals

from external systems — resulting in a solution immune to interferences. Nevertheless, the main problem of them is that

the position error growths over time — which is commonly known as accuracy drift— as a result of different factors such

as the ocean currents and the accuracy of the sensors itself, which are not capable of sensing the displacements

produced by external forces or the effects of earth's gravity. The use of geophysical maps to matching the sensors

measurements is an alternative to deal with the accuracy drifts of the inertial systems. This method is known as

geophysical navigation  and allows accomplishing longer missions maintaining a position error relatively low. However,

there is a need for having the geophysical maps available before the mission, which is one the main disadvantages of

geophysical navigation along with the computational cost of comparing and matching the map with the sensors data.

Acoustic ranging systems have been another common alternative for AUV's navigation . These systems can be

implemented using acoustic transponders to locate an AUV in either global or relative coordinates. However, most of them

require complex infrastructure and the cost of such deployments could be higher compared with other methods. In recent

years researchers are exploring new alternatives for AUV's localization and navigation. Optical technologies have become

very popular for robots and vehicles at land or air environments , but face tough conditions in underwater environments

that have delayed the development of such technologies for AUV's. When the underwater conditions permit a proper light

propagation and detection, visual-based systems can improve significantly the accuracy of the position estimations and

reach higher data rates that acoustic systems. Finally, recent advancements in terms of sensor fusion schemes and
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algorithms are contributing to the development of hybrid navigation systems, which takes the advantages of different

solutions to overcome their weaknesses. A sensor fusion module improves the AUV state estimation by processing and

merging the available sensors data . Some of the common sensors used for it are the inertial sensors of an INS,

Doppler Velocity Loggers (DVL) and depth sensors. Recently, the INS measurements are also being integrated with

acoustic/vision-based systems to produce a solution that, beyond reducing the accuracy drifts of the INS, will have high

positioning accuracy in short-ranges. All these technologies are addressed in section 2 of this work, which is organized as

shown in Figure 1, including the main sensors used and the different approaches taken.

Figure 1. AUV technologies for localization and navigation.

After solving the problem of self-localization and navigation, other challenges must be addressed to implement a

collaborative team of AUV's. Since there is a need for sharing information between the vehicles, communication is an

important concern. The amount and size of the messages will depend on the collaborative scheme used, the number of

vehicles and the communication system capabilities. Acoustic-based performs better than light-based communication in

terms of range, but not in data rates. It also suffers from many other shortcomings such as small bandwidth, high latency

and unreliability . Radio-based communication, although it has notable merits in the terrestrial wireless network field,

has had very few practical underwater applications to date . The collaborative navigation scheme is also a must. The

underwater environment is complex by itself to navigate at, and now multiple vehicles have to navigate among each other.

A proper formation has to ensure safe navigation for every single vehicle. These topics are analyzed in section 3, which

also includes a review on the main collaborative AUV's mission: surveillance and intervention. Since there is no need to

interact with the environment, survey missions are simpler to implement and have been performed successfully for

different applications, such as mapping or object search and tracking. Intervention missions are usually harder due to the

complexity of the manipulators or actuators needed. In either case, since an experimental set up is difficult to reach, many

of the efforts made are being tested in simulation environments.

2. Navigation and localization

Navigation and localization are two of the most important challenges for underwater robotics . These continue being

issues to solve for many applications such as collaborative missions. DR an INS are traditional methods for AUV's

localization and navigation but have issues as the decrement of the pose accuracy over time. Besides traditional

technologies, this problem was addressed in the past with acoustic technologies as Long Baseline (LBL) , Short

Baseline (SBL)  or Ultra-Short Baseline (USBL)  systems. Acoustic positioning systems, though, require

careful calibration of the sound velocity, as they suffer from multipath Doppler effects and susceptibility to thermoclines;

they also have a limited range and accuracy . Geophysical Navigation (GN) is also a solution for vehicle localization.

Matching algorithms such as TERrain COntour-Matching (TERCOM) and Sandia Inertial Terrain Aided Navigation (SITAN)

are relatively mature, and new algorithms continue being proposed . The main limitation of GN systems is the need for

a geophysical map to compare the measurements from the sensors. Visual-based systems have been a trend for vehicle

navigation at land and air environments, but there are several problems related to light propagation and detection in

underwater environments. Also, most visual-based methods for autonomous navigation depend on the presence of

features in the images taken, which, even if they exist, are difficult to extract due to the limited illumination conditions. In

recent years, the field of AUV's localization is shifting from old technologies, towards more dynamic approaches that

require less infrastructure and offers a better performance . This section presents a survey on single-vehicle

localization and navigation technologies — including different methods, sensor, and approaches — in the understanding

that those can be applied in multi-vehicle collaborative navigation schemes.
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2.1. Dead-reckoning and inertial navigation

The simpler method to obtain a position for a moving vehicle is by integrating its velocity in time. This method is known as

dead-reckoning . DR requires to know the velocity and direction of the vehicle, which is usually accomplished with a

compass and a water speed sensor. The principal problem is related to the presence of an ocean current because it will

add a velocity component to the vehicle which is not detected by the speed sensor. Then, the accuracy of the method will

be strongly affected especially when the vehicle navigates at a low velocity.

Inertial sensors can be used to improve the navigation accuracy and reliability of DR methods. The INS consist of three

mutually-orthogonal accelerometers aligned to a gyroscopic reference frame. Measured accelerations are integrated to

obtain the desired velocity, position, and attitude information of the vehicle. The fact that inertial navigation is self-

contained — it neither emits nor receives any external signal — is one of its most significant strengths, making it a

stealthy navigation solution, immune to interference or jamming . However, the error on the pose estimations is known

to increase over time, and depends on the accuracy of the sensors used.

The latest advances in MEMS inertial sensors are having profound effects on the recent availability of MEMS-IMU's, that

has become clearly attractive for a wide range of applications where size, weight, power, and cost are key considerations

. This set of sensors can be used to implement an Attitude and Heading Reference System (AHRS) or an INS.

However, technological developments in inertial sensors, INS are underway to reduce the accuracy drift at the level of a

few meters uncertainty over one hour of unaided inertial navigation . Currently, damping techniques, using water speed

measurements, are used to control velocity and position errors caused by uncorrected vertical deflection and inertial

sensor errors . However, this is at the cost of introducing an additional error source (the water-speed/ground-speed

difference caused by ocean currents). Another alternative to reduce these effects is the use of maps of vertical deflection

compensation values, as a function of latitude and longitude, to compensate the measured accelerations.

2.2. Acoustic navigation

Compared with other signals, such radio and electromagnetic, acoustic-based signals propagates better in water and can

reach considerable distances. This allows the use of acoustic transponders to navigate an AUV. Some of the navigation

methods based on acoustic signals are the Sound Navigation And Ranging (SONAR), and acoustic ranging.

2.2.1. SONAR

There exist different methods to employ a SONAR for AUV's navigation. Two basic configurations are the side-scan

SONAR [10] and the Forward-Looking SONAR (FLS) . Both of them are used to detect objects which can be: seabed

changes, rocks, other vehicles, and even marine species. When an AUV is in operation, it must be able to detect these

objects to update its navigation trajectory and avoid collisions, which is known as obstacle avoidance.

For the side-scan SONAR, the transducer device scans laterally when attached to the AUV. A series of acoustic pings are

transmitted and then received, the time of the returns and the speed of sound in water is used to determine the existence

of features located perpendicular to the direction of motion.

The FLS uses a searchlight approach, steering the sonar beam scanning forward of the vessel and streaming soundings

on a continuous basis. FLS can be placed at different locations on the vehicle to ensure that the AUV can detect obstacles

from different directions.

Two-dimensional images can be produced which survey the ocean and the features on it. These images, while indicating

what exists on the ocean or seafloor, do not contain localization information either relative or global.

Traditional obstacle avoidance planning methods include potential field, Bandler and Kohout (BK) products, particle

swarm optimization, fuzzy controller, etc. 

2.2.2. Acoustic ranging

In acoustic ranging positioning systems, AUV's are equipped with an acoustic transmitter that establishes communication

with a set of hydrophones. Knowing the propagation velocity of sound in underwater, the distance between the AUV and

hydrophones can be calculated through the propagation time of the acoustic signal. Then, a location for the AUV with

respect to the set of hydrophones can be obtained by geometric methods. One of the differences between acoustic

systems is the arrangement of the hydrophones. In LBL systems, hydrophones are fixed within a structure or any other

known underwater point of reference — known as landmark —  The length of the baseline can be up to hundreds of

meters. In SBL and USBL systems, the hydrophones are placed on buoys or another vehicle at the surface, even on a

second AUV. For SBL systems, baseline length is measured in meters and works by measuring a relative position
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between the reference sound source and the receiving array;  meanwhile, baseline for USBL systems is in decimeters and

the relative location from the hydrophone to the moving target is calculated by measuring the phase differences between

acoustic elements . In either arrangement, hydrophones are generally located by Global Navigation Satellite Systems.

There exists an error between the measured position and the actual position of the transmitter. Among other factors, it is

caused by not considering the variations of sound velocity produced by changes in the underwater environment conditions

such as depth, temperature, density, and salinity. The accuracy of an acoustic positioning system will depend on different

factors such as the distance and depth operational range, the number and availability of hydrophones, and the operational

frequency.

Although acoustic systems have been used in the past, they are still used as the main localization and navigation system

for AUV's or teams of AUV's and Unmanned Surface Vehicles (USV's) .

Range-only — also known as Single-beacon — localization is another alternative to traditional acoustic localization

systems that has gained attention in recent years . The concept of range-only/ single-beacon positioning can

be divided into two groups depending on the way they are used: (i) as a navigational aid for a moving vehicle, or (ii)

localization of a stationary or moving target. All these methods use a set of ranges between a target and different static

nodes, known as anchor nodes. Typically, these ranges can be obtained using the time of flight given the speed of sound

in water. Then, the unknown underwater target position problem can be solved using trilateration, where in general, three

or more points are needed in 2D dimensions and, at least, four points in 3D scenarios.  

2.3 Geophysical navigation

To avoid the problem of INS drifts and the cost of infrastructure for underwater acoustic systems, geophysical navigation

(GN) is a favorable alternative. These approaches match the sensors measurements with geophysical parameters such

as bathymetry, magnetic field, and gravitational anomaly contained in a map. Navigation technology based on GN can

correct the INS error over a long time , without the need to bring the AUV to the surface. The navigation algorithm

estimates navigation errors, which are sent to the vehicle navigation system to correct its position. By providing

continuous corrections, this method allows the vehicle to maintain required position accuracy without the need for external

sensors, such a GPS. The main limitations of GN is the need for a map, available prior the mission, and the computational

complexity of searching for a correlation within the map and the sensor estimations. In the other hand, the key advantage

of GN over other technologies is the large operating range when in use. Given a map, GN provide bounded localization

error with accuracies dependent on the DR navigation, the map resolution, and the sensitivity of the geophysical

parameter to change vehicle state .

GN matching algorithms are classified in two different broad categories: batch methods and sequential methods . The

main algorithms for those methods have been TERCOM and Iterated Closest Contour Point (ICCP)  for batch methods;

SITAN, Beijing university of aeronautics and astronautics Inertial Terrain-Aided Navigation (BITAN) and BITAN-II 

 for sequential methods. TERCOM correlates active range sensor observations with a digitized elevation database of

terrain. Meanwhile, the essence of SITAN is the acquisition mode and tracking mode, which are basically a state-

estimation problem based on an Extended Kalman Filter (EKF) after the non-linear system state equation and observed

equation are linearized. Particle Filter (PF) and Bayesian estimators are also algorithms used in sequential methods.

2.3.1 Gravity navigation

As the earth's gravitational field is far from being uniform, the effects of a change in the local gravitational field are

indistinguishable from accelerations of the vehicle which produces an error on INS. One alternative is complementing the

INS with gravity navigation . At the same time that an INS estimates the position of the vehicle, a gravity sensor —

gravimeter or gradiometer— measures the gravity and gravity gradient where the AUV is located. A gravimeter measures

gravity anomaly or the deviation in the magnitude of the gravity vector relative to a nominal earth model. A gradiometer is

a pair of accelerometers with parallel input axes on a fixed baseline that measures gravity gradients or the rate of change

of gravity with respect to linear displacement . The difference in the accelerometer's output excludes the linear vehicle

acceleration but contains the gradient of gravitation across the baseline. Based on the position and the measurements

from the sensor, the database searches for the best fit of gravity and gravity gradient, and then the optimal matching

position will be used to correct the position error of the INS.

2.3.2. Geomagnetic navigation

Geomagnetic Navigation relies on magnetic sensors and its essence is the Fitting of Two Point Sets (FTPS) process,

where a marine geomagnetic map is used for matching . Geomagnetic filed has many features which can be applied

for matching , such as the intensity of the total field F , the horizontal component H , the north component X , the east
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component Y , the vertical component Z, the declination D, the inclination I, the geomagnetic gradient and so on. Different

matching algorithms such as TERCOM and ICCP  has been explored for geomagnetic navigation.

2.3.3. Bathymetric navigation

One simple use of bathymetric maps for AUV navigation is the use of isobaths. An isobath is an imaginary curve that

connects all points having the same depth below the surface. A controller  can be designed for an AUV to follow an

isobath whit only low-level localization equipment — such as echo sounder — and ensures that it never leaves a pre-

defined area. Terrain-Referenced Navigation (TRN), Terrain-Aided Navigation (TAN) and Terrain-Based Navigation (TBN)

are all similar approaches for GN . These systems estimate the errors in both a main navigation system — such as an

INS — and the terrain database to provide a highly accurate position estimate relative to the digital terrain database. TBN

operates by correlating the actual terrain profile overflow with the terrain information stored in the terrain database. Some

efforts in this field can be found in .

2.4. Optical navigation

Optical technologies are a relevant option to provide information about the environment. These systems can be

implemented either with a camera  or with an array of optical sensors . Despite the poor transmission of

light through water, which results in a limited range for imaging systems , different algorithms and techniques are being

studied for this purpose.

2.5. Simultaneous Location And Mapping (SLAM)

SLAM is a technique that consists of a mobile robot, such as an AUV, being placed at an unknown location in an unknown

environment and make it able to build a consistent map of the environment and determinate its location within this map

. Color codes can be used to represent information such as distance between the vehicle and obstacles.

There are different SLAM representation methods used to reconstruct the environment. Each one has its own

shortcomings and advantages, choosing the best one depends on the application desired which can be inspection,

navigation, interaction, etc. The principal representation methods are:

landmark-based maps

Occupancy grid maps

Raw Dense Representations

Boundary and Spatial-Partitioning Dense Representations

Underwater SLAM can be categorized in acoustic-based and vision-based . The perception of optical devices is

constrained by poor visibility and noise produced by sunlight in shallow waters. Moreover, they can provide high

frequencies and high resolution for a lower cost than an acoustic system. On the other hand, a high-definition FLS can

provide a promising alternative for working under challenging conditions. Some approaches are described in 

.

2.6. Sensor fusion

The main inconvenient of an INS is that the position and orientation accuracy drifts over time, so, to keep it under the

limits expected for safe AUV navigation, the system must correct its error by comparing its position estimation with a fixed

location measured from additional sensors — such as a GPS — periodically. To overcome this, the INS can be fused with

other sensors. There are two main schemes for sensor fusion: loosely coupled (LC) and tightly coupled (TC). The basic

difference is the data shared by the sensors. In an LC scheme, a solution for the position or orientation of the AUV is

obtained for each sensor individually and then blended using a filter —such as a Kalman Filter (KF) — to obtain a more

accurate and reliable solution. In a TC scheme, raw measurements of the sensors are processed directly on the filter to

overcome problems as poor signal quality or limited coverage thanks to the filter's capabilities to predict the pose of the

vehicle. In this case, a more robust filter is needed so variants of the KF are commonly used — such as an EKF or

Unscented Kalman Filter (UKF) —.Filter selection is essential to get a better solution for the vehicle's pose and, besides

the sensor fusion approach adopted, accuracy, numerical efficiency, and computational complexity must be considered.

LC and TC schemes are represented in Figure 2 with velocity estimation from an INS and a Doppler Velocity Logger

(DVL) as example.
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Figure 2. Loosely Coupled (LC) vs Tightly Coupled (TC) sensor fusion schemes.

Most of the sensor fusion systems for AUV navigation are those of an INS aided by a DVL; typically, the fusion is under an

LC scheme  with a linear filter. However, in cases where the DVL measurements are limited, an LC algorithm

leaves the INS to work alone. This produces an accumulative error which gets bigger with time. Considering this,

alternatives based on a TC  and Extended Loosely Coupled (ELC)  schemes have been explored.

Another approach is the fusion of INS with acoustic systems  or artificial vision .

The EKF is the most widely used nonlinear filtering approach in TC schemes. EKF is based on a simple linear

approximation to the nonlinear equations. However, there are too many unknown disturbance factors at underwater, and

they cannot be established in suitable mathematical models in the kinematic equation. Other alternatives to a traditional

EKF have been explored in .

The main alternatives for sensor fusion based on an INS are summarized in Figure 3.

Figure 3. Sensor fusion alternatives for AUV positioning.

2.7 Localization and navigation overview

General conclusions in terms of sensors performance for non-traditional AUV navigation and localization technologies are

shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Technologies for AUV localization and navigation

Navigation

technology
Approaches

Information

available
Accuracy Range Results
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Acoustic

SONAR
Distance from

obstacles.

Depending on

distance from

obstacles, from 5 -

10 cm to more than

a meter (10 - 120

cm).

From 5 m up

to hundreds

of meters

from

obstacles.

Experimental in

real conditions.

Acoustic range

(LBL, SBL,

USBL).

Position

Depending on

distance from

hydrophone array

and the frequency,

from some

centimeters up to

tens of meters.

Up to tens of

meters from

the array.

Experimental in

real conditions.

Geophysical

Gravity,

geomagnetic,

TAN, TRN, TBN

Position

Meters. Depending

on the map

resolution and filter

applied.

Kilometers

from initial

position.

Simulation,

Experimental

under controlled

conditions.

Optical

Light sensors.
Position and

orientation

relative to a

target.

Up to 20 cm for

position and 10 ° for

orientation.

1–20 m from

markers.

Simulation,

Experimental

under controlled

conditions.

Cameras

Up to 1 cm for

position and 3 ° for

orientation.

1–20 m from

markers.

Experimental in

real conditions.

SLAM

Acoustic

Position and

orientation

relative to the

mapped

environment.

From some

centimeters up to

more than a meter.

Up to tens of

meters from

targets.

Experimental in

real conditions.

Cameras
1–10 m from

targets.

Simulations,

Experimental

under controlled

conditions.

 

Sensor fusion ELC, LC, TC.

Position,

orientation and

velocity.

Depending on the

approach and filter

applied,

accumulative error

can be reduced up

to some meters (5 –

20)

Kilometers

from initial

position.

Simulations,

Experimental.

After the literature review, it can be considered that acoustic-based technologies still a reliable alternative for AUV

localization and navigation; although they require more infrastructure than others. Future work must consider the

possibility to include them in teams of collaborative AUV's. To achieve that, acoustic systems must overcome low updated

rates and limited accuracy (at long ranges) in order to avoid collisions in AUV's formations, especially when they are

navigating in a few meters of each other's. On the other hand, visual-based localization technologies — including SLAM

— have gained attention in recent years. These technologies can estimate both, position and orientation, contrary to



acoustic methods. They also reach a higher accuracy which is critical for the collaborative navigation of AUV's. Thus, it is

an interesting and reliable option for some particular tasks under specific environments. Nevertheless, most of them are

on an early level of readiness since they have been tested only in very controlled environments. It seems difficult for

visual-based systems to overcome the challenging conditions of underwater. Moreover, it is hard for researches to find the

proper conditions to test their visual-based and visual-SLAM algorithms in real underwater conditions. To deal with that,

some datasets are being collected such as the AQUALOC dataset , which is dedicated to the development of SLAM

methods for underwater vehicles navigating close to the seabed. The Autonomous Field Robotics Laboratory (AFRB) 

has some datasets available for the same purpose.

3. Collaborative AUV's

Once the navigation and localization problem for the AUV's is solved, a scheme for collaborative work between a group of

robots can be proposed. Collaborative work refers to an interaction of two or more AUV's to perform a common task which

can be collaborative navigation, exploration, target search, and object manipulation. Using a team of AUV's navigating on

a certain formation has the potential to significantly expand the applications for underwater missions; such as those that

require proximity to the seafloor or to cover a wide area for search, recovery or reconstruction. At first, researchers

focused their work on how multiple vehicles could obtain data simultaneously from the same area of interest. Nowadays,

their focus has moved to the trajectory design and operation strategies for those multi-vehicle systems .

3.1. Communication

The rapid attenuation of higher frequency signals and the unstructured nature of the undersea environment make difficult

to establish a radio communication system for AUV's. For those reasons, wireless transmission of signals underwater —

especially for distances longer than 100 m — relies almost only on acoustic waves . Underwater acoustic

communication using acoustic modems consists of transforming a digital message into sound that can be transmitted

under water. The performance of these systems changes dramatically depending on the application and the range of

operation . The main factors to choose an underwater acoustic modem are:

Application: Consider the type and length of message (Command and control messages, voice messages, image

streaming, etc.) frequency of operation and operating depth.

Cost: Depending on the complexity and performance, from some hundreds up to $50,000 (USD).

Size: Usually cylindrical, with lengths from 10 cm to 50 cm.

Bandwidth: Acoustic modems can perform underwater communication at up to some kb/s. Length of the message and

time limitations must be considered

Range: Range of operation for the vehicle's communication has impact on the cost of the system. Acoustic modems

are suitable from short distances up to tens of km. Considerer than a longer range will increase the latency and power

consumption of the system.

Power consumption: Depending on the range and modulation, the power consumption is in the range of 0.1 W to 1 W

in receiving mode and 10 W to 100 W in transmission mode.

The working principles of underwater acoustic communication can be described as follows : First, information is

converted into an electrical signal by an electrical transmitter. Second, after digital processing by an encoder, the

transducer converts the electrical signal into an acoustic signal. Third, the acoustic signal propagates through the medium

of water and propagates the information to the receiving transducer. In this case, the acoustic signal is converted into an

electrical signal. Finally, after the digital signal is deciphered by the decoder, the information is converted to an audio, text

or picture by the electrical receiver.

Acoustic communications face many challenges, such as, small bandwidth, low data rate, high latency and ambient noise

. These shortcomings might provoke that a cycle of communication in a collaborative mission take several seconds, or

even more than a minute.

The absence of an underwater communication standard has been a problem for collaborative teams of AUV's. In 2014,

Potter et al. presented the JANUS underwater communication standard , a basic and robust tool for collaborative

underwater communications designed and tested by the NATO Centre for Maritime Research and Experimentation. This

opened the possibilities for simple integration of different robots using this standard  for collaborative tasks as

underwater surveillance.
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To improve the performance of underwater communication, optical technologies have been tested either stand-alone 

 or as a complement for an acoustic system . Laser submarine communication has some advantages such as a high

bit rate, higher security and broad bandwidth. Blue-green light (whose wavelength is 470 nm-580 nm) penetrates water

better and its energy attenuation is less than any other wavelength light . Thus, researchers have explored optical

underwater communication systems based in blue-green light, to allow an underwater vehicle to receive a message from

an aerial/spatial system at any depth despite its actual speed, course, and distance from the transmitter .

3.2. Collaborative navigation

Groups of AUV's can work together under different navigation schemes, which are generally parallel or leader-follower .

On a parallel formation all AUV's are equipped with the same systems and sensors, to locate and navigate themselves

precisely and to communicate with its neighbors AUV's.

In a leader-follower scheme the leader AUV is equipped with high-precision instruments meanwhile followers AUV's are

equipped with low-precision equipment . Communication is only required between the vehicle leader and its followers,

there is no need for the followers to communicate with each other.

The lower cost and the reduced communications needs make the leader-follower scheme a suitable navigation control

method of AUV's  Its basic principles and algorithms are relatively mature . However, unstable communications

and communication delays are still challenging problems and need to be addressed. Since there are problems with

signals when multiple systems emit at the same time, co-localization of AUV's is mostly based on time synchronization.

However, time synchronization methods have some shortcomings such as the need for AUV's to go to surface to receive

the synchronization signal.

When AUV's navigate in closed formations, the delay between the transmission and reception of the acoustic signals

represents a high risk. Therefore, a solution with a response time significantly faster must be explored .

Other alternatives for cooperative navigation of AUV's is the use of systems that allow the vehicles within a team to help

each other with their localization .

3.3. Collaborative missions

Surveillance and intervention are typically the kinds of missions designed for teams of AUV's. Surveillance missions

require the AUV's to detect, localize, follow, and classify targets, inspect or explore the ocean. Meanwhile, intervention

missions require the AUV's to interact with objects within the environment.

3.3.1 Search missions

A good search mission needs to minimize the number of vehicles required and maximize the efficiency of the search.

Oceanic, biologic, and geologic variability of underwater environments impact in the search performance of teams of

AUV's. To address search planning in these conditions, where the detection process is prone to false alarms, some works

have been made using different approaches such as game theory , perceptual adaptive dynamic prediction  and

Neural Networks (NN) .

3.3.2 Intervention missions

Manipulating objects, repairing structures or pipes, recovering black-boxes, extracting samples, among other tasks, make

it necessary to have a platform with the capacity of autonomously navigate and perform them, since nowadays these are

mostly done by manned or remotely operated vehicles. Researchers have worked in recent years in the design and

development of such platforms, which results difficult even for a single Intervention AUV (I-AUV) due to the complexity of

the vehicle itself plus the manipulator system . Projects, such as the Italian national project MARIS  have been

launched to produce theoretical, simulated and experimental results for intervention AUV's either standalone or for

collaborative teams. For collaborative I-AUV's, the transportation of objects in underwater environments using two or more

manipulator vehicles has been addressed at simulated environments .

A summary of collaborative AUV's missions is presented in Table 2, as well as the potential applications and the strategies

proposed in recent years.

Table 2. Summary on collaborative AUV missions

Missions Applications Approaches Results
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surveillance
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Tracking

Mapping

Inspecting

Game theory.

Dynamic prediction

theory.
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neural networks.

Consensus dynamics.

Acoustic systems

 

 

 

  Simulation and

Experimental

 

 

 

Active landmarks

and cameras

Collaborative

intervention

Recovering

Manipulating

Decentralized strategies

Minimal information exchange strategy

Nonlinear model predictive control

Simulation

3.4. Collaborative AUV's overview

Nature of underwater environments makes the use of communication systems with high-frequency signals difficult. This

due to the rapid attenuation that permits propagation only at very short distances. Acoustic signals have a better

performance, but face many challenges such as signal interferences and small bandwidth, which results in the need for

time synchronization methods and hence, produce a high latency in the system. Another option is a light-based system,

which offers a higher bandwidth but at short/medium ranges. Blue/green light has better propagation in underwater than

any other light; but, when the range for communication is increased, the power consumption, weight, and volume of the

equipment required also increase.

If the inter-vehicle communication system is good enough in terms of range, bandwidth and rate, range-only/single-

beacon can be an effective method for target localization and collaborative navigation of teams of AUV's. Vision-based

systems are also an option that has the potential to control AUV's formations without the need of relying on inter-vehicle

communications, but only if the environmental conditions are favorable for light propagation and sensing.

Collaborative missions are quite difficult to implement in real conditions. Assembling a team of AUV's with the proper

technology to overcome localization, navigation, and communication shortcomings results difficult for researchers who

have to limit their proposals to numerical simulations. Most of the authors use MATLAB Simulink to perform their

simulations and some tools such as the former SimMechanics (now called Simscape Multibody). Another simulation

environment commonly used for underwater robotics is the UnderWater Simulator (UWSim) . With those tools,

researches are working in pushing the state-of-the-art in terms of control, localization, and navigation algorithms. Within

them, machine learning algorithms are gaining quite an attention. They are being employed in different aspects such as

navigation , obstacle avoidance and multi-AUV's formation control.

4. Conclusions

A review of different alternatives for underwater localization, communication, and navigation of Autonomous Underwater

Vehicles is addressed in this work. Although section 2 discusses single-vehicle localization and navigation, the aim of this

work is to show that those technologies are being applied to multi-vehicles systems, or can be implemented in the future.

Every underwater mission is different and has its own limitations and challenges. For that reason, it is not possible to state

which localization or navigation system has the best performance. For a long-range mission (kilometers) an accuracy of

tens or hundreds of meters from an inertial-based navigation system can be acceptable, as the main characteristic wanted

for it is the long-range capacity. In a small navigation environment, i.e. a docking station or a laboratory tank, there is a

need for much better accuracy to avoid collisions with the tank's walls. In that situation, an SBL/USBL system at an

operation frequency of 200 kHz can perform with errors in centimeters range or, if the water conditions are favorable, a

visual-based system can perform even better at a lower cost.

[113]

[114][115]



Current achievements in the field of collaborative AUV's has been also presented, including communication, collaborative

localization and navigation, surveillance and intervention missions. The use of a hybrid (acoustic and light-based) system

is a promising option for the communication of collaborative AUV's. The acoustic sub-system can handle the long-range

communications meanwhile the light-based takes care of the inter-vehicle communication where a high rate is critical for

collision avoidance. A hybrid system can be an interesting alternative also for collaborative navigation. Acoustic methods

can be implemented in a team of AUV's for medium/long-range navigation meanwhile a visual-based method is used to

maintain the formation and avoid collisions between the vehicles. In terms of algorithms, machine learning seems to be

one of the best approaches to achieve collaborative navigation and to give a team the capacity to perform complex

surveillance and intervention missions. Relating to collaborative intervention missions, which mostly have been addressed

with numerical simulations, the next step is to test the algorithms in real experiments. Such experimentation can be done

in controlled conditions, such as a laboratory tank, where the vehicles would not have to deal with the changing conditions

of the sea, so researches can focus on the collaborative task algorithms such as the carrying of an object by two vehicles.
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