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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: This paper presents a route optimization algorithm for light aircraft operating under visual flight
Route optimization rules. The problem aims at finding a minimum-duration, collision-free route in three spatial
Light aircraft dimensions with possible aircraft maneuvers. The optimal route takes into account the aircraft
MILP

kinodynamic characteristics and its interaction with external wind. A data processing approach is
presented to recast the flying environment as a series of polyhedrons based on which a mixed-
integer linear model is formulated. A two-stage route optimization model is then introduced to
solve real-life instances. Computational experiments depict the efficiency of this approach.

Heuristic
Obstacle avoidance

1. Introduction

Traffic congestion is increasingly becoming a global issue, with drivers spending nearly 50% of their driving time in traffic in
some cities around the world. In 2016, the average San Francisco resident spent 230 h commuting between work and home meaning
half a million hours of productivity lost every single day (Holden and Goel, 2016; Nelson and Rae, 2016). To tackle this problem,
several companies such as Uber-Elevate have started to investigate opportunities to provide aircraft-based mobility within me-
tropolitan areas (Vascik, 2017; Kreimeier et al., 2016).

Such flight services are based on point-to-point passenger transport for short-haul trips. These flights create a unique route
planning environment which is different from commercial carriers where flyable routes are constrained by airways (i.e., aircraft route
between two geographical locations) and governed by Air Traffic Control (ATC) (see, Barnhart and Smith, 2012; Bonami et al., 2013;
Blanco et al., 2016; Tang and Mukherjee, 2000).

The light aircraft could not fly the same routes as commercial ones because they cannot handle going over 10,000 feet Cheng
(1962). Therefore, the main challenge of using such light aircraft is to find an optimal route (based on minimizing fuel consumption,
traveling time or distance). The flying route must be tested for flight safety and efficiency. First, the route must avoid collision with
obstacles. Obstacles vary from physical barriers (e.g. mountains) to virtual ones (e.g. major airports, military area, nuclear plant,
etc.). Second, it must respect aircraft limited dynamic capabilities (e.g. radius of turn, minimum/maximum speed). Third, this route
needs to take into account the weather conditions to ensure flight safety.

In this paper, we present a three-dimensional route planning algorithm for light aircraft used for short-haul passenger transport.
We formalize the problem and present a mixed-integer-linear optimization model. The optimization model aims to find the minimum-
time, collision-free flying route. We introduce a two-stage heuristic approach that can efficiently solve real-life sized problems. In
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Table 1
Overview of the current literature.
Path plan Trajectory plan Our algorithm

Obstacle avoidance Yes Yes Yes
Wind integration No No Yes
Kinodynamic No Yes Yes
Objective Distance Distance-travel time Travel time
Dim (2D, 3D) 2D-3D 2D-3D 3D

stage one, called path planning, we discretize the three-dimensional space to create a truncated feasible (i.e., obstacle-free) corridor
that contains the optimal trajectory. In stage two, called trajectory planning, we discretize time in the continuous space within the
generated corridor in stage one. We solve the proposed mathematical model within this truncated space/feasible corridor. The output
indicates a minimum-time route containing detailed speed, acceleration, and location profile of the flight from an origin to a des-
tination while taking weather condition into account. We validate this approach for several case studies in central Europe.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows: In Section 2, we review the related literature. We present our data processing
approach to recasting the flying environment as a series of polyhedrons in Section 3. The mathematical model is presented in Section
4 followed by a two-stage route planning algorithm in Section 5. We present the computational results in Section 6 and concluding
remarks in Section 7.

2. Related literature

Finding a “collision-free” and “aircraft dynamic compatible route” are two features of route planning for light aircraft. The
research in this field can be classified into two groups of path and trajectory planning that have been extensively studied in the field
of robotics as well as dynamic and controls. (See, Qian et al., 2017; Goerzen et al., 2010; Yang et al., 2016; Djokic et al., 2010; Wolek
and Woolsey, 2017; LaValle, 2006; Prats et al., 2010; Soler et al., 2014.) Table 1 presents a summary of features embedded in the
algorithms used in path and trajectory planning. In the last column of the table, we indicate the characteristics that our proposed
algorithm possesses. In Sections 2.1 and 2.2, we explain in detail both path and trajectory planning and the algorithms used in the
literature to tackle these problems. In Section 2.3, we review the related literature about wind integration in route planning.

2.1. Path planning

The focal point of the path planning problem is to find the minimum-distance collision-free flying direction in an environment
where there are obstacles. Reif et al. proved that this problem is NP-hard in a continuous three-dimensional space (Reif, 1979).

All developed algorithms aim to find the path using two main approximation approaches. In the first approach, a continuous
curve is approximated by a series of waypoints connected by links. The free space is modeled using graph and the shortest-path is
found by using different search algorithms (see Vandapel et al., 2005; Ferguson et al., 2005; Sinopoli et al., 2001; Tsenkov et al., 2008
for cell decomposition approach and Choset and Burdick, 2000; Howlet et al., 2004; Sch et al., 2012; Wein et al., 2007; Schgler, 2012
for road-map method). In the second approach, the flyable environment is expressed by a set of repulsive functions. The flight
direction is computed by using the gradient of these functions. (See Connolly et al., 1990; Ahuja and Chuang, 1997; Scherer et al.,
2007; Chen et al., 2016.) Path planning algorithms are simple to implement and computationally efficient. However, they cannot
guarantee the kinodynamic feasibility of the path nor do they integrate the weather condition in their search algorithm.

2.2. Trajectory design

Trajectory design problem assesses aircraft kinodynamic constraints when designing a collision-free path. There are three main
groups of trajectory design approaches: path-smoothing, direct search, and mathematical models.

For an existing path, calculated with one of the path planning algorithms, a smoothing approach transforms the existing path into
the kinodynamic feasible one (see, Boyle and Chamitoff, 1999; Judd and McLain, 2001; Suzuki et al., 2005; Bellingham, 2002).

The trajectory designed by path-smoothing approaches may greatly deviate from the optimal one. To overcome this issue, search-
base approaches explicitly considers kinodynamic constraints. In the “rapidly-expanding random tree”, the search algorithm gen-
erates nodes in the free space and as long as they do not fall in (or on) an obstacle, it connects them to one another (LaValle, 1998;
LaValle and Kuffner, 2001). For each node, the algorithm checks the closest neighboring ones to link them if the connection is
obstacle-free and feasible in a kinodynamic manner (see Frazzoli et al., 2000, 2002; Adiyatov and Varol, 2013; Gammell et al., 2014;
Redding et al., 2007; Darbari et al., 2017; Dever et al., 2004).

Finally, the last approach in trajectory design is focused on using mathematical models. Finding the minimum-cost trajectory can
be modeled as a non-linear optimal control problem and solved with different numerical approaches (see, Chamseddine et al., 2012;
Borrelli et al., 2006; Khuswendi et al., 2011; Ding et al., 2015; Richards et al., 2002; Geem et al., 2001). These models are not
computationally applicable to solve real life cases. To address this issue, time discretization techniques are introduced to transform
the non-linear problem into a mixed-integer linear one with additional constraints (see, Richards and How, 2002; Valente et al., 2013;
Miller et al., 2011; Kuwata, 2003).
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In general, these formulations have a large number of variables and constraints due to discretization. The Receding Horizon
Algorithm (RHA) is a common remedy to overcome the computational burden of mixed-integer linear models. The main idea of RHA
is to sequentially solve the mathematical model for a reduced time duration till reaching the final destination (Mettler and Kong,
2008; Bircher et al., 2016). In this approach, the objective function has two components. A component that minimizes the flight
duration for the reduced time period and another component which guides the aircraft towards the final destination (a.k.a cost-to-
go). The cost-to-go function is calculated based on the shortest-path on a visibility graph which ignores kinodynamic constraints as
well as external wind. As a result, the cost-to-go function can divert the aircraft from the optimal trajectory (Mettler et al., 2010).

To sum up, the focus of trajectory design is on finding a kinodynamic compatible route. However, they fail to obtain the route
with the minimum travel time for two main reasons. First, they assume that the aircraft flies at a constant speed at all times. Second,
these methods do not take into account the weather conditions. The later is crucial as the travel time is computed based on the
aircraft ground speed which is not realistic. In the next subsection, we introduce the algorithms that also consider wind speed and
direction.

2.3. Travel time calculation

The optimal trajectory not only depends on the characteristics of the aircraft but also, on the choice of the objective function Kong
et al. (2009). Objectives such as minimizing distance, travel time and energy consumption result in different trajectories. This
observation is magnified when the weather conditions are integrated into the algorithm. For example, tailwinds reduce the travel
time, while headwinds cause an increase. In a dynamic environment, route planning algorithm searches for the ways to potentially
reduce the flying time.

Calculation of travel time is a focal research study in the domain of air traffic control. By relaxing kinodynamic compatibility and
obstacle avoidance constraints, research studies aim to find the optimal horizontal trajectory (flying in a constant altitude) taking into
account wind (see, Jardin and Bryson, 2001, 2012; Marchidan and Bakolas, 2015; Girardet et al., 2014; Marchidan and Bakolas,
2015; Bonami et al., 2013).

The minimum-time flying route of such light aircraft not only needs to be collision-free and kinodynamically compatible but also
requires to explicitly consider the effect of wind. All the above-mentioned papers developed a route planning approach by taking into
account part of the factors that are required to plan a route for the light aircraft (see Table 1). In this research, we introduce a holistic
approach that consolidates all these factors in a single model benefiting from the abilities of each method to find a feasible route with
minimum traveling time.

3. Problem description

We model the aircraft route as a point mass flying through a three-dimensional environment. The aircraft movement is con-
strained by velocity and acceleration boundaries approximating limited turn-rate. The interaction between the aircraft forces (e.g.
weight, lift, thrust and drag) and its surrounding area are not considered in our optimization model.

To formalize the route planning, we use polygonal modeling to recast the three-dimensional environment with polyhedrons
(noted by the set M). In fact, polygones are defined as two-dimensional projections of obstacles, (X, Y). Meanwhile, polyhedrons
(representing the obstacles) are created based on the extension of these polygones in three dimensional space to certain level of
altitude (or between two levels of specific altitude), (X, Y, Z). These polyhedrons are then classified into two groups of “free space”
and “obstacle space” presented by the sets r € R and o € O, respectively (M = R U O).

The flying altitude is bounded below by mean sea level and above by 10,000 feet. Moreover, without loss of generality, we assume
all polyhedrons are convex. We use an algorithm to transform non-convex polyhedrons into a series of convex ones (see Fernandez
et al., 2000). These polyhedrons are defined in Cartesian coordinates using the map projection technique proposed by Karney (2011).
This projection keeps the shape of polyhedrons while being independent from the choice of origin and destination. Therefore, once
polyhedrons are created, they can be used to find a flying route between various origins and destinations.

For a given origin-destination pair, our goal is to find the minimum-time flying route. This route avoids obstacles and must be
compatible with the aircraft kinodynamic constraints. We calculate the route duration based on the aircraft ground speed.

All polyhedrons in the set M are formed by using three sources of data: restricted airspace, elevation, and wind. In the following
sections, we explain our approach to recast our data sources into polyhedrons and explain in more details how this pre-processing
phase is implemented. These polyhedrons are the basis of the model presented in Section 4.

3.1. Modeling wind data with polyhedrons

The purpose of modeling wind data is to discover dangerous flying zones and calculating the aircraft ground speed. We partition
the atmosphere with cuboids, noted by ¢ € C, (i.e., a cuboid is a box-shaped solid object. It has six flat sides and all angles are right
angles. And all of its faces are rectangles). Each cuboid has a non-overlapping horizontal boundary and an altitude range. We assume
that inside a cuboid wind is homogeneous in terms of velocity and direction. The wind forecast has three elements: West, North and
vertical. These elements are presented by vector w;, assigned to each cuboid. In this problem, we disregard the forecasting un-
certainty and do not consider the evolution of wind over time. These assumptions are compatible with our framework as our focus is
on short-haul trajectories (less than four hours).

We use Algorithm 2 to transform the wind forecast into polyhedrons added to the set M. The algorithm first partitions wind
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Fig. 1. Polygonal representation of Arispaces.

cuboids into safe and unsafe zones by assessing them regarding the flight safety. The unsafe cuboids are treated as obstacles and the
rest are parts of free space. Thereafter, the algorithm forms a larger polyhedrons by merging cuboids. The resultant large polyhedrons
are either added to the set O or R. Readers are referred to Appendix A for detailed description of the algorithm.

3.2. Modeling obstacles with polyhedrons

In the route planning problem, obstacles are zones through which flying is prohibited. For our studied problem, three types of
obstacles exist: zones with extreme wind condition, restricted airspaces and physical barriers. As mentioned in Section 3.1, cuboids
having extreme wind conditions are treated as obstacles (i.e. it is forbidden to fly through them). In the following parts, we explain
the definition of restricted airspace as well as elevation data.

3.2.1. Restricted airspace

Airspace is a three-dimensional portion of the atmosphere that has the specific flying rules. Among all types of airspaces, our
interest is on those that are prohibited to pass by the aircraft (aka restricted airspace). Fig. (1) shows these airspaces for central
Switzerland. In our dataset, restricted airspaces are stored as polyhedron (with horizontal boundaries and altitude range). These
polyhedrons are added to the set O.

3.2.2. Elevation

For a given latitude and longitude, the elevation data returns the true altitude (i.e. height above the mean sea level). To transform
this elevation data into polyhedrons, we discretize two-dimensional horizontal plane in grid cells. We then use Algorithm 3 to merge
these grid cells and form large polyhedrons presenting the flying environment. Interested readers are referred to Appendix B for
detailed description of the algorithm. Fig. 2 shows the outcome of applying this algorithm for a given region in Switzerland
(Switzerland is particularly a nice and challenging case study due to both mountainous geography and its military sites). In this
figure, we see that for a given sub-region trapped between the origin and destination, the polyhedrons are of different altitudes based
on the maximum height of that specific sub-area. In addition, polyhedrons have been merged according to the algorithm proposed in
Appendix B. Here, we should note that the presented polyhedrons are non-convex. These polyhedrons will be transformed into series
of convex-polyhedrons which will be used by the mathematical model.

4. Mathematical formulation

The main idea behind our formulation is to model flyable route with constant sample temporal discretization. We approximate the
flight duration as a summation of time intervals in which the aircraft kinodynamic constraints hold. Table 2 summarizes the notation
of our formulation.

We define k € K as the index of time interval and At as its duration. At interval k, the aircraft motion is modeled by using three

k k]T

types of variables: (1) position vector P¥ = [pic p}f‘, pzk} (2) velocity vector V¥ = [vf, v)’,‘, v;]" and (3) acceleration vector

Ak = [ak, ayk, azk]T. Among them position and velocity vectors are state variables and acceleration vector is a control variable.
Assuming constant acceleration during each interval, the flight dynamics at interval k+ 1 is expressed by
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Table 2
Table of notations.

Fig. 2. Polygonal representation of terrain elevation.

Sets:
kekK
reR
oe0
zZ€Z
Parameters:
At
(VmﬂX
rvmin
V;nin
v
ﬂmax

A
—
wy
-
Ldd'
M, M
Variables:
Pk
Vk
Ak
k
sky
k
an
o
Ve

Set of time intervals

Set of polyhedrons denoting free space

Set of polyhedrons modeling obstacles

Set of polyhedrons defining flying boundaries

Time interval

Maximum aircraft speed

Minimum aircraft speed

Admissible descending speed

Admissible ascending speed

Maximum aircraft acceleration

Matrix of coefficients in polyhedrons equations
Wind forecast for polyhedron r € R

Unit vector

Large constants

Position vector of the aircraft at interval k
Velocity vector of the aircraft at interval k
Acceleration vector of the aircraft at interval k

Binary variable equals to 1 if the aircraft satisfies the minimum speed requirement at interval k in direction of igq vector

Binary variable equals to 1 if at interval k the aircraft is positioned inside the half-space defined by inequality n € |N|,

Binary variable to detect the location of aircraft in 3D space

Binary variable equals to 1 if the aircraft is positioned inside flying environment bounded by polyhedron z

Binary variable equals to 1 if the aircraft arrives at destination in time interval k

Pkl = Pk 4+ Vk(AD) + %A"(At)2 and V1 = V¥ + A¥(Ar). In the next section, we describe the constraints showing the aircraft char-

acteristics.

4.1. Constraints on aircraft characteristics

A kinodynamic compatible route must respect certain rules on aircraft speed and acceleration. Consider the velocity vector V¥ and
6 and ¢ as its polar and azimuthal angles. The magnitude of this vector (noted by |[V¥|) is measured as
[[V¥|| = vEsingcosd + v}’fsin¢sin6 + vFcosg which is a non-linear term. We approximate |[V¥|| in a linear fashion (in order to solve the

mathematical model in MILP format) with the help of uniformly distributed vectors (noted by Tdd)r). These vectors approximate the

direction of velocity and acceleration vectors. Let 6; = ? (d=1, ..,D) be the discritization of polar angle 6 and ¢, =
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(d' =1, ..,D’) be the discritization of azimuthal angle. The set of uniformly distributed vectors Td;/ are defined as follows:

sing ;cos6y
- . . ’ ’
igqe = | sing,siny | d e {1, ..,D;, d €41, ..,D
cosgy

Based on the aircraft’s specifications, we define V™% and V™" as parameters noting aircraft maximum and minimum speed,

respectively. Moreover, we define v" and v"™ as “admissible vertical speed range” during ascent and descent phases. For time

—_
interval k and direction i44, constraints (1) limit the aircraft speed to its maximum value.
k N max ’ ’
V% dgg <V deD, deD, kekK (@D)

Similarly, constraints (2) and (3) maintain the restriction on aircraft’s minimum speed. To avoid stalling, the restriction on the
—
aircraft minimum speed should be satisfied in at least one direction ( i4y). For interval k, we define s%; as a binary variable equal to

—_
one if the aircraft speed is more than its minimum value in direction izy and 0, otherwise. Constraints (2) and (3) control the
conditions on aircraft minimum speed. M is a vector of large constants used for velocity constraints.

VE gy =V —M( —sk) deD, deD, kek @
>, D sfr>1 kek
deD d'eD’ (3)

Finally, as previously mentioned, constraints (4) bound the aircraft vertical speed to prevent it from stalling.

vzmm < vzk <y kek 4)

Similar to the velocity vector, constraints (5) limit the acceleration magnitude. Parameter A" denotes the maximum accel-
eration limit.

A Tl <A™ deD, deD, kek 5
. gy € €D, deD, ke )

In the following section, we present obstacle avoidance constraints.
4.2. Constraints on obstacle avoidance

As mentioned in Section 3, obstacles are modeled by convex polyhedrons. Set O denotes all obstacles in our model. Obstacle o has
IN|, faces and defined by a set of inequalities (i.e., A,x < b,) in which the size of A, is [N|, X 3 and b,, IN], X 1.

Defining binary variables f* take 0 if the aircraft position (i.e. PX) is outside of the half-space defined by the inequality n € IN|,
and 1, otherwise. The aircraft position is outside obstacle o if its position vector violates at least one of the half-space defined by
inequalities A,x < b,. In other words, f ,’l‘o =1 for at most |N|, — 1 inequalities. Constraints (6) and (7) enforce the above mentioned
constraints avoiding collision with obstacles. M is a vector of large constants used for position constraints.

AP+ Mff >b, k€K, n€|N|,, 0€0 6)

Nl -1 k€K, oe0O

o @

In this problem the flying route is constructed by connecting aircraft’s position vectors. Although constraints (6) and (7) make
sure that the aircraft position is outside the given obstacle, they cannot guarantee whether the path connecting two consecutive
locations are collision-free. This condition is unlikely to happen if the duration of time interval is relatively small. To decrease the risk
of collision with obstacles, in practice one can consider a safety flying margin around each obstacle and inflate the defining poly-
hedron accordingly.

In the next part, we explain how we integrate external wind in the model.

DI IR

nen°

4.3. Integrating aircraft motion with external wind

In order to calculate flight duration at each time interval, we first need to identify the polyhedrons (» € R) indicating the free
space where the aircraft can fly through. These polyhedrons are defined to be disjoint. Therefore, at each time interval, the aircraft
flies through exactly one polyhedron. We define A,x < b, as the set of inequalities to show polyhedron r. Binary variable ¢¥ equals to
1, if the aircraft flies through polyhedron r at time interval k. Constraints (8) and (9) are used to identify the polyhedron in which the
aircraft flies.

APF<b. + MO -¢5 keKk, rer (8)

D =1 kek
rer (9)
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For polyhedron r, let w; be the vector representing its wind forecast. For interval k, V¥ + W, denotes the aircraft ground speed. By
having the ground speed, constraints (10) and (11) represent the state of the aircraft at interval k + 1 taking into account the ground
speed.

Pt = pk 4 V“(At) + ) emi(m) +SANA? ke, K| -1
2
rer (10)
VKl = Vk 4 AK(AY) ke, .,|Kl -1 an

In fact, constraint (10) shows the next position (k + 1) of the aircraft by considering the current speed and acceleration as well as
the wind speed and direction. The next section explains the constraints that make sure that the aircraft remains in the bounded
region. These constraints help to reduce the computational time of the resolution approach.

4.4. Constraints on flying boundaries

Without loss of generality, we assume that the aircraft flies in a bounded environment. That means the aircraft must remain
within these boundaries at all times. Let z € Z be a set of polyhedrons defining flying boundaries which are represented by in-
equalities A x < b,. At interval k, we define the binary variable yzk as an indicator variable. It takes value 1, if the aircraft position is
inside the polyhedron z and 0, otherwise.

D=1 kek
€2 (12)

AP <, + MA -y kek, zez 13)

Constraints (12) show that at each time interval, the aircraft flies through exactly one of these polyhedrons. Then, we ensure that
the aircraft position remains inside the associated polyhedron using constraints (13). In the following subsection, we explain the
objective function.

4.5. Objective function

In this problem, we are interested in finding a route with the minimum traveling time. Initially (k = 0), the aircraft is positioned at
the origin where the velocity and acceleration vectors equal to zero. This aircraft will reach the destination if its position vector PX is
inside the destination point. We model the destination as a polyhedron defined by inequality A;P¥ < by. We define gF as a binary
variable equal to 1 if the aircraft arrives at destination. Constraints (14) and (15) make sure that the aircraft arrives at destination in
only one of the time intervals during the planning horizon.

APF<by + M1 —gh) kek 14
2 st=1
kek 15)

The objective function (minimizing the route duration) can be seen as finding the minimum number of time intervals required to
reach the destination (time intervals are of equal sizes). With the aforementioned description the mathematical model is defined as
follows:

min z kgk
kek (16)
subject to:
(1)-(@15).

In the following section, we explain our proposed two-stage resolution approach.
5. Two-stage route planning approach

Finding the minimum-time route between two locations amid polyhedral obstacles is proven to be NP-hard (Canny and Reif, 1987).
In Section 4, we have presented a mathematical formulation to find the flying route. In Section 6, we show that the model finds a
kinodynamic feasible route for small-sized instances with a reasonable computational time. However, for larger instances, it becomes
computationally expensive due to a large number of constraints and variables required to be handled by the mathematical model.

The primary goal of the two-stage approach is to confine the flying boundaries (i.e. Z) and to reduce the number of variables and
constraints in the mathematical model. As presented in Algorithm 1, in the first stage, the algorithm aims to find an approximate
kinodynamic feasible path by simplifying the aircraft kinodynamic interaction with the environment. This path is used as a guideline
to form a bounded flying region in the second stage. Thus, the mathematical model is solved over a smaller space (M) that makes the
algorithm computationally more efficient.
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Algorithm 1. Two-stage route planning approach

Input: Aircraft specifications, flying environment (M), origin, destination
Output: Minimum-time flying route
Stage 1: Finding kinodynamic compatible path

(@] G(V, A)«< Build a graph modeling the free-space

(2) 7+ Find the minimum-time path on graph G

Stage 2: Forming the feasible corridor and computing the route

3 M« Identify the essential polyhedrons for trajectory design (7)
@ Z« Form the flying boundaries (M)

5) Solve the mathematical model (Z, M)

5.1. Stage 1: Finding kinodynamic compatible path

The purpose of the first stage is to find the minimum-time, collision-free path which takes into account the aircraft’s kinodynamic
behavior as well as its interaction with wind. In step (1) of Algorithm 1, this path is presented on a directed graph G = (V, A) in which
V is the set of nodes and A is the set of arcs. In this graph, nodes present either the aircraft ascent/descent flying phase or its
movement in the free space.

We model the aircraft ascent and descent phases by a reversed right circular truncated cone. The apex (a cone is a three-
dimensional geometric shape that tapers smoothly from a flat base to a point called the apex or vertex) is origin/destination and the
maximum ascend/descent angle defines the opening angle of the cone. The height of the cone is the maximum flying altitude (i.e.
10,000 feet). We discretize the cone surface by grid cells and a node is created for each grids’ center point. Fig. 3 illustrates how these
reversed cones are used to show ascent and descent angles.

We use all polyhedrons in the set M to model the aircraft movements in free space. For each obstacle (o € O), a series of nodes are
created representing its vertices. For a given polyhedron in the set R three types of nodes are generated. We first generate a node for
each vertex. Second, a set of equidistant nodes are generated on all edges of the polyhedron. Third, a series of nodes are randomly
created inside it. For the latter case, we discretize polyhedrons’ altitude range into equidistant levels. For each level, a set of uni-
formly distributed nodes are generated. The number of generated nodes depends on the pre-defined density parameter.

We connect two nodes if the connection satisfies all the following conditions: (1) both nodes should be inside the same free space
(i.e. r € R). (2) the connection should be collision-free (i.e. no obstacle exists in between) and (3) the connection should respect the
aircraft acceptable descending/ascending range.

Between each pair of nodes (i.e. i and j), two arcs (in different direction) exist. These arcs have the same Euclidean distance (noted
by d;;) with different travel time 7;. For each direction, first we assume that the aircraft flies with its maximum speed. Second, the
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Fig. 3. Reverse right circular truncated cone used to show ascent and descent angles.
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aircraft velocity vector is in the same direction as the connecting arc. Between two nodes, the ground speed is calculated as ||I//;j + Wl
dij
N0+ wr il
After all elements of the graph are created, in step (2) of Algorithm 1, we use the well-known Dijkstra algorithm (Dijkstra, 1959)
to find the shortest path connecting the origin to the destination. We present this path by 7.

(W,) is the forecast wind). The travel time (7;) is then: 7; =

5.2. Stage two: forming the feasible corridor and computing the route

The shortest path, computed in the first stage, (7) has three main features which help us to form the flying boundaries. (1) It
approximately reveals the areas in which the optimal route exists. (2) It makes sure that the selected flying areas are safe and feasible
(i.e., obstacle-free route exists). (3) It ensures that the generated route is compatible with aircraft ascent and descent angles. In the
second stage (steps (3)—(5) of Algorithm 1), we use 7 to identify essential polyhedrons and confine the flying boundaries. These
polyhedrons are later used in the mathematical model.

We first inflate the shortest path, 7, by + & value on the surface to ensure the safety of flight and to avoid any collisions. Then, the
algorithm verifies the intersection of the inflated path with all polyhedrons in M (step (3) in Algorithm 1). For all polyhedrons, we
use their projection in the horizontal area. A polyhedron is marked as essential, if its projection has a non-empty intersection with the
inflated shortest path. All the marked polyhedrons are added to the set M.

In step (4) of Algorithm 1, the algorithm identifies the flyable boundaries by only considering polyhedrons that present obstacles
(i.e. 0 € {O N M}). We define the flyable boundaries as the smallest bounded area that contains the existing obstacles in the set M.
This area is defined by disjoint polyhedrons (noted by Z in the mathematical model). Finally, at step (5) in Algorithm 1, the optimal
route is computed by solving the mathematical model over the flyable environment, M.

5.3. Pre-processing

In the presented model, constraints (6), (8) and (14) are used to verify the feasibility of the computed route. At each time interval
(AT), these inequalities verify whether the aircraft is positioned inside/outside of a specific polyhedron. In all cases, the aircraft must
remain within the boundaries defined by constraints (13). Thus, by using flying boundaries (noted by Z), one can determine a bound
on the position of the aircraft and tighten the above mentioned inequalities. We have defined M = [M,, M,, M,]" as a large constant
used in these constraints. In this problem, we assume that the aircraft cannot fly above 10,000 feet. This value is chosen for M,. To
find a value for large constants M, and M,, we examine all the corner points of polyhedrons defining Z. For each dimension (x and y),
we identify the minimum and the maximum values based on their coordinates. We set the difference between these maximum and
minimum to define M, and M, used in the formulation. For velocity vector, we choose M = [3V/™in, 3y/min 3ymin]T

To determine a bound on the number of required time intervals, we use the travel time calculated in the first stage of the
algorithm (7). We simply set |K| = [xT/AT] in which x > 1.

6. Computational experiments

In this section, we present the computational experiments of our two-stage route planning algorithm. The algorithm was coded in
C+ + and CPLEX 12.5 was used as a mixed-integer linear programming solver. All experiments were carried out on a computer with
2.4 GHz CPU and 8 GB of RAM.
6.1. Experimental settings

We evaluate the performance of the two-stage algorithm on a set of case studies derived from route planning between small

airports in central Europe. Nine cases have been selected. These cases are chosen based on the three different levels of difficulty:
large, medium and small (named as IL, IM, and IS) in terms of flying distance, number of obstacles and mountainousness. Table 3

Table 3

Instance description.
Case Origin Destination
Name Code Lat. Long. Code Lat. Long.
1S-01 LSGK N46°29.18’ E7°14.92' LSGE N46°45.30 E7°04.57'
1S-02 LSZJ N47°11.02' E7°05.45 LSPL N47°10.97' E7°44.48’
1S-03 XX01 N46°26.24' E7°02.24 XX11 N46°12.0 E7°00.36
IM-01 XX02 N46°23.24' E7°06.00" XX12 N46°23.24' E7°7.12
IM-02 LSMP N46°50.55" E6°54.82 LSGS N46°13.15' E7°19.62'
IL-01 LSGY N46°45.72' E6°36.80" EDTZ N47°40.65 E9°08.45
IL-02 LFCL N43°35.27 E1°29.92 LESO N43°21.39’ W1°47.44
IL-03 LFLI N46°11.52' E6°16.10 LEGP N47°58.88’ E3°46.62
IL-04 LENT N43°59.77' E4°45.27' LSZJ N47°11.02 E7°5.45'
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shows the coordinates of origin and destination airports for each of our test cases.

We have defined the initial flying boundary (i.e. M) as a rectangular area. The altitude of this region is set to the maximum flying
altitude (3km). The horizontal boundaries are determined as follows: we calculate the shortest distance from the origin to the
destination (d,;). We then assume a circle with radius d,4 in which its center is positioned mid-way between the origin and the
destination. We define the smallest rectangle bounding this circle as the initial flying boundaries (M). To determine the flying
boundaries on reduced environment (M), we inflate the shortest path by three km (§ = 3 km).

For the selected flying boundaries, we retrieve the real data needed to model elevation, airspace and wind as polyhedrons. For the
wind data, we have chosen a day with relatively stable weather condition which reflects the typical operational condition of the light
aircraft. To construct the polyhedrons (elevation and wind), we have chosen the horizontal (i.e. latitude, longitude) and vertical (i.e.
altitude) discretization of two km and one km, respectively. We modeled the destination polyhedron as a cuboid with length of 2 km
and width of 0.3 km representing the typical runway. We declare the aircraft as landed when its altitude is less than 0.1 km from the
ground. We set the discretization interval to AT = 0.008 h for all experiments. Finally, we set ¥k = 1.2 to calculate the maximum
number of time intervals.

We found the route for an aircraft with the following specifications: A™™ = 4.5ms™2, V"® =210kmh},
Vmin = 80km h!, v = 9km h~! and v/*® = 13km h™". Finally, we have chosen D = 8 and D’ = 8 to control the maximum velocity

and acceleration and D = 6 and D’ = 6 to verify the conditions on minimum velocity for all studied cases.

6.2. Results

We now present the numerical results of the two-stage route planning algorithm. For each case, we compare the solution of the
two-stage approach with that of the solution obtained by solving the mathematical model. For the latter case, no reduction is applied
to the number of polyhedrons as well as flying boundaries.

Table 4 reports the detailed computational experiments for each case. Table headings are:

e Name: the name of case study.

e E-map: the total time required to recast the data as polyhedrons (i.e. all polyhedrons in M). “Pre-processing phase”.

e Graph: the time required to build the graph (Algorithm 1, step 1).

e Path: the computational time to find the shortest path (Algorithm 1, step 2).

® R-map: the time required to build the reduced map (Algorithm 1, steps 3 and 4). The reduced (or truncated) map is denoted by M
in our description.

e R-mth: the CPU time to solve the mathematical model over the reduced environment (i.e. R-map).

e Total: total computational time to solve the two-stage approach.

e R-Val: The flight duration (expressed in minutes) when solving the mathematical model over the reduced environment.

e E-mth: The CPU time to solve the mathematical model over the initial space (E-map).

e E-val: The flight duration (expressed in minutes) when solving the mathematical model over the initial space.

As can be seen in Table 4, the two-stage approach finds the flying route in around 325 s, on average. Around 40% of this time is
dedicated to the graph construction (139.15). In practice, the graph construction can be done as an offline process thus, further
reduction in the total computational time is possible.

For most of the cases, the flight duration solved by the two-stage approach (R-Val) is similar to the solution of the mathematical
model over the initial space (E-Val). Exceptions are IM-02, IL-01, IL-02 and IL-04. For these cases, the flight duration is slightly higher
than the benchmark. The benefit of using our proposed two-stage approach is to find the efficient route between each pair of O-D with
less computational time.

Table 4
Computational results.
Two-Stage - Reduced env. Extended env.
Name E-map Graph Path R-map R-mth Total R-val E-mth E-val
(sec) (sec) (sec) (sec) (sec) (sec) (min) (sec) (min)

1S-01 86 31.5 3.8 1.3 28.8 65.4 9.4 158.5 9.4
1S-02 65.9 24.1 2.9 2.2 56.7 99.9 14 128.7 14
1S-03 219.6 80.4 9.6 2.2 42.4 148.9 14.3 381.2 14.3
IM-01 195.8 71.7 8.6 3.5 108.2 192 21.4 410.1 21.4
IM-02 270.8 99.2 11.8 5.7 95.6 212.3 21.9 4449 21.7
IL-01 673.4 246.6 29.4 6.9 130.4 413.3 63.5 1153.4 63.4
1L-02 439.2 160.8 19.2 8.3 186.4 374.7 86.3 801.8 86.0
IL-03 644.2 235.8 28.2 7.7 195.5 467.2 68.1 1237.3 68.1
IL-04 851.0 311.6 37.2 9.4 182.9 541.1 99.1 1475.3 98.9
Average 382.88 139.1 16.8 5.2 114.1 325.74 687.9
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Table 5

Number of Polyhedrons for each case.
Case E-map R-map Reduction
Name Airspace Elevation Wind Total Airspace Elevation Wind Total %
1S-01 3 32 12 47 3 12 6 21 55.3
1S-02 12 15 9 36 10 11 7 28 22.2
1S-03 5 83 32 120 5 17 14 36 70.0
IM-01 8 78 21 107 8 32 19 59 44.9
IM-02 11 101 36 148 11 63 21 95 35.8
IL-01 73 227 68 368 22 78 15 115 68.8
IL-02 48 129 63 240 17 91 31 139 42.1
IL-03 41 240 71 352 11 92 26 129 63.3
1L-04 67 346 52 465 30 103 23 156 66.4
Average 52.1

Regarding the computational time, there is a significant reduction of computational time when running CPLEX over the reduced
environment. For the extended environment, CPLEX takes on average 687.9s to find the optimal route. This value decreases to
114.1 s for the reduced environment. There are two main reasons behind this reduction. First, with the two-stage approach, the
mathematical model finds a route in very restricted areas (defined by the set Z in our formulation). This way, several nodes are
eliminated in the branch and bound tree due to the infeasibility of the aircraft position. This is not the case when solving the
mathematical model over the extended environment. Second, the mathematical model solved over the reduced environment has
fewer constraints and variables due to the elimination of non-essential polyhedrons. Here, we note that in both cases the mathe-
matical model has the same number of time intervals. Moreover, the branch and bound algorithm starts with the same initial solution
in both cases. Table 5 compares the number of convex polyhedrons for the extended (E-map) and reduced (R-map) environment. As
reported, on average, there is 52% reduction in the number of convex polyhedrons after applying the two-stage approach.

We are now interested in evaluating the solution’s sensitivity with respect to the time interval selection. Thus, the algorithm
returns the route with the minimum distance. We have chosen IS-01 case in which a restricted airspace exists between origin and
destination (marked as a red polyhedron in Fig. 4). Three value’s of time intervals (in hours) are tested: At = 0.016, 0.008 and 0.004.
Table 6 reports the computational time. For the selected case, the minimum distance route is the one that starts from the origin,
touches the airspace corner and arrives at the destination. As can be seen in Fig. 4, by selecting A = 0.004, the mathematical model
returns the route which is visually similar to the optimal one. However, by increasing the time interval’s length, the number of
symmetric routes increases. Symmetric routes are those having the same number of time intervals (i.e. route duration deviates at most
At minutes). In this case, these solutions may be deviated from the optimal one. On the other hand, the better precision comes with
the price of higher computational time. For the IS-01 case, the computational time increases from 131.5 to 378.9s.

To test the impact of wind on flight’s duration, we have chosen IL-02 instance, previously introduced in Table 3. For this case, we
have considered a homogeneous dominant wind for the entire region. Here, we have assumed that the wind has the speed of 30 km/h

— — At =0.016
----- At = 0.008
— At =0.004

Fig. 4. The effect of time interval length on calculated route (Case IE-01).
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Table 6

The effect of time interval length on computational (Case 1S-01).
At (h) val (min) time (sec)
0.016 9.7 131.5
0.008 9.4 158.5
0.004 9.3 378.9

Table 7
The effect of wind on traveling time for instance IL-02.
Wind speed Wind direction Val. Time
(km/h) ©) (min) (sec)
30 45 81.9 173.8
30 135 76.6 161.4
30 225 93.5 193.6
30 315 97.4 181.3

and created scenarios by varying its direction. The reference for wind direction is North. That is, North shows 0 degrees, East 90,
South 180 and West 270. Table 7 presents the wind information for four tested scenarios. By only taking into account the wind
direction, the flight duration can vary from 76.6 to 97.4 min.

7. Future work and conclusion

In this paper, we present the route planning algorithm for light aircraft. Our goal is to find a collision-free, kinodynamic com-
patible route in a three-dimensional space. Moreover, we take into account the interactions of the aircraft with wind. We develop a
series of algorithms to recast the flying environment and present it with a series of polyhedrons. We introduce a mixed-integer linear
formulation of the problem. Moreover, we create a two-stage approach which can find the near-optimal route with a reasonable
computational time. Numerical results show the efficiency of our approach. In this research, we find the minimum-time route
between two locations. We only study the route planning for a given aircraft. In the future steps, we would like to expand the
algorithm for the case where there are several flying aircraft within the same area. This algorithm has been proven to be compu-
tationally efficient. It can be applied for the network of drones with minor changes in the formulation. The proposed route, in this
paper which is based on the traveling time, may not be fuel-efficient. In the future step, approaches such as aircraft performance
model (see Wasiuk et al., 2015) can be integrated in our resolution method to investigate the trade-off between flying time and fuel
consumption and derive a multi-objective version of the route planning problem investigated in this paper.
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Appendix A. Processing wind data

Algorithm 2 shows the steps to represent the wind forecast data with large polyhedrons. We discretize the space into a set of
cuboids (noted by ¢ € C) in which vector w; denotes its wind forecast. Set C is further partitioned into sets C* and C* denoting safe
and unsafe flying environments, respectively.

In step (1)-(4), the algorithm checks the cuboids for flight safety based on the aircraft specifications. Then, it either assigns them
to the set C* or C“. Flying through all cuboids in C* must be avoided. These cuboids are considered as obstacles.

For a given cuboid, we define its neighboring cuboids as those having a common face with the selected one. In other words, two
cuboids are neighbors if they have a non-empty intersection. With our representation, cuboid c has at most six neighboring cuboids.
We denote these by the set N.. We define £ as set of cuboids merging to form a large polyhedron. For this set, N, denotes all
neighboring cuboids. The neighboring cuboids have at least one non-empty intersection with one of the cuboids in £. In steps
(5)—(10), the algorithm reduces the number of cuboids by merging neighboring ones. Here, we merge two neighboring cuboids if both
of them belong to the set C*. Thereafter, we extract all large polyhedrons and add them to the set O.

The similar process is also applied to merge cuboids in the set C*. In this case, cuboid ¢’ is added to the set of the large polyhedron
L when it has similar wind forecast as all the cuboids inside the set £. We measure this similarity by cosine. Two wind vectors are
assumed to be similar if their cosine is greater than 1 — ¢, and the difference between their magnitude is less than ¢, (¢, and €,, are
small fractions). Finally, the formed large polyhedron is added to the set R (step 16). For this polyhedron (£), the nominal wind is
calculated as the average wind vector of all merged cuboids.
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Algorithm 2. General steps to recast wind forecast with polyhedrons

Input: Wind forecast, aircraft specification
Output: Polyhedrons in the sets R and O

1: forc € C do

2:  check c for flight safety

3 if c is unsafe then add c to C*

4 else add c to C*

5: for all c € C* do

6: if c has not been marked as visited then

7 L=}L<c

8 while 3 ¢’ € Ny|¢' € C*

9: L < ¢'; mark ¢’ as visited
10: Form £ as one polyhedron; O < £
11: for c € C* do
12:  if ¢ has not been marked as visited then
13: L={}L<c
14: while 3 ¢’ € Ny in which V ¢ € £ we have W;- Wy > 1 — €, and [W;| — [W¢| < € then
15: L « ¢'; mark ¢’ as visited
16: Form £ as one polyhedron; R « L

Appendix B. Processing elevation data

To form polyhedrons from the elevation data, we discretize the horizontal plane by grids cells (g € G). We assume that each grid
cell has a flat surface and its nominal altitude is denoted by alt(g). In a similar fashion, we discretize the altitude by layers. The
altitude discretization is bounded below by mean sea level and above by maximum flying altitude (i.e. » € Q = {0, ...,10, 000}). For
each layer w, we define L as a set of grid cells in which alt(g) > w. Finally, | € L is the power set of L? (i.e. L = UL®).

Algorithm 3 shows the steps of converting elevation data into larger polyhedrons. For each grid cell first, the algorithm samples
points to determine its true altitude. Among all random points, the one with the maximum true altitude is chosen. This value presents
the nominal altitude of the grid cell (steps (1)—(2)).

In steps (3)—(5), the algorithm assigns grid cells to layers. The assignment is based on the grid cell nominal altitude (alt (g)). Grid
cell g is assigned to layer w if its altitude is greater than layers’ representative altitude (i.e. alt(g) > w). Here, we should note that one
grid cell can be assigned to multiple layers. After applying our assignment rule, grid cells are transformed into cuboid presenting the
elevation.

To merge grid cells, we define N, as a set of neighboring grid cells of g. Two grid cells are neighbors if they have a common face.
For our elevation data, each grid cell has at most four neighboring grid cells. Similarly, we define £ as set of cuboids merging to form
a large polyhedron. For this set, N, denotes all neighboring cuboids. The neighboring cuboids have at least one non-empty inter-
section with one of the cuboids in L. In steps (6)—(12) the algorithm merges g and g’ if they belong to the same set L*.

Algorithm 3. Modeling elevation data with polyhedrons

Input: Elevation data

Output: Series of polyhedrons modeling elevation
l:forge G do

alt(g) < Find the maximum altitude of grid cell g

3:forge G do

4 for w € Q do

5. if alt(g) > w then add grid cell g to L

6: forl € L do

7

8

9

»

for g € L do
if g has not been marked as visited then
L=HhLeg
10: while 3 g’ € Nylg’ € L
11: L < g'; mark g’ as visited
12: Form £ as one polyhedron; O « £

The mega polyhedrons constructed by using Algorithms 2 and 3, may have large number of vertices. This causes an increase in the
number of inequalities. These inequailities are required to define polyhedrons which leads to computational deficiencies in the
mathematical model. To avoid such cases, we have used polygon simplification algorithm proposed by Douglas and Peucker (1973).
By applying this algorithm, we are able to reduce the number of vertices while maintaining the shape of the polyhedrons.
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