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Abstract: Road pavements need adequate maintenance to ensure that their conditions are kept
in a good state throughout their lifespans. For this to be possible, authorities need efficient and
effective databases in place, which have up to date and relevant road condition information. However,
obtaining this information can be very difficult and costly and for smart city applications, it is vital.
Currently, many authorities make maintenance decisions by assuming road conditions, which leads
to poor maintenance plans and strategies. This study explores a pathway to obtain key information
on a roadway utilizing drone imagery to replicate the roadway as a 3D model. The study validates
this by using structure-from-motion techniques to replicate roads using drone imagery on a real
road section. Using 3D models, flexible segmentation strategies are exploited to understand the
road conditions and make assessments on the level of degradation of the road. The study presents a
practical pipeline to do this, which can be implemented by different authorities, and one, which will
provide the authorities with the key information they need. With this information, authorities can
make more effective road maintenance decisions without the need for expensive workflows and
exploiting smart monitoring of the road structures.

Keywords: 3D modelling; photogrammetry; drones; pavement distresses; smart road monitoring;
pavement management

1. Introduction

1.1. The Growing Need for Low-Cost Automated Distress Detection Systems

Globally today, road agencies and authorities are facing tremendous difficulties when it comes
to making critical maintenance decisions. Road authorities have to plan and implement appropriate
pavement maintenance strategies that will allow roads to be kept in a good state. This is important
because roads provide access and movement for people, goods and services within a city or community
and with poor conditions, key social and economic activities would not be possible [1]. However,
constant reductions in road maintenance budgets [2] have limited the scope of these works which have
made it more critical than ever to have low-cost systems in place that can provide data to enable good
decision-making practices. Additionally, with the future development of smart cities, it will be critical
to have smart systems in place for monitoring road systems. Traditionally, agencies have relied on a
pavement management system (PMS) to adequately allocate resources for road management in the
best possible combination given the financial limitations [3]. The PMS is utilized as a support system
for making decisions concerning planning road maintenance strategies.

Pavement maintenance and their related activities and interventions generally refer to activities
that can help to slow the deterioration of pavements through pinpointing and targeting of explicit
deficiencies and problems that contribute to the overall structure’s deterioration. In many instances in
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the past and in cases where authorities are under-resourced, a “worst-first” approach to pavement
maintenance has been utilized. In this approach, pavements are not treated until they reach a level
of high degradation and then major rehabilitation and maintenance are required [1]. To curb this,
some agencies have stressed the importance of carrying out cost-effective preservation activities which
have spurred the movement towards more preventative and preservative programs that aim to improve
safety and mobility to produce longer pavement life cycles [4].

Typically, the final selection of treatments and plans has to assess the needs and constraints of
the particular project and city/region but these are all based on the input of current and historical
pavement performance data along with data on the maintenance and rehabilitation activities that were
carried out in the past [5]. This exemplifies the importance of data and data analyses to the entire
process. It also further shows that without accurate or available data, any decisions made can be
flawed and result in poor systems that can end up being costly and unsustainable in the long term.
To improve the sustainability of the system it is always considered a positive to choose the correct
intervention at the right time [6]. Unfortunately, a significant roadblock to the correct implementation is
the acquisition of accurate road condition data which can be costly and time-consuming [7]. Because of
this, road databases are not kept up to date or are updated using manual surveys that have high levels
of subjectivity in them [8]. All of these factors have led to numerous research projects on generating
low-cost techniques for the acquisition of road condition data [9,10].

Within the PMS, the data inputs are a vital component. For the road asset database to be effective,
the phases of data collection storage and management have to be efficient and cost-effective [11].
Three success factors are designated for the effective management of databases and these are relevance,
reliability and affordability [12]. New technologies must adhere to these factors so that their inclusion
in the system can be effective and be trusted by road authorities. There are two major categories of data
collected for pavements and these are inventory data and pavement condition data. Based on these
inputs, information on pavement distresses forms a very important part in defining the condition of a
pavement and in identifying the appropriate treatment. The evaluation is typically made of up of three
factors: type, severity and extent of the damage. The uses of the data are summarized in Figure 1.
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Within the figure, it is shown that the input data is fed into the PMS to yield the outputs of
understanding what the conditions are and deciding on the maintenance approaches. It is critical to
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have systems in place that can produce the required data. However, in many instances, the collection
of this pavement condition data is done manually with some studies indicating the number to be as
high as 90% of the cases [2], which therefore adds a tremendous amount of subjectivity into the process.
This is typically due to the acquisition process of these data being very expensive, exhaustive and
time-intensive [7].

1.2. The Current State of Pavement Distress Detection Applications

The equipment utilized for the surveys relates directly to the methods used and the available
funds and resources by the road authority. The typical devices per category are listed in Table 1 [9].
However, despite the global availability of these devices, the main approach for detecting pavement
distresses is using manual surveys given typical budgetary limitations. Pavement roughness and
permanent deformation are typically estimated using static laser sensors that allow the measurement
of the longitudinal and transverse profiles of the pavements [13] whilst for all other surface distresses,
the most common type of survey is based on the visual evaluation of the defects and the results are
affected by subjectivity and high degrees of uncertainty.

Table 1. Devices used for detecting pavement distresses.

Type of Detection Device

Image-based Cameras CCD (charge-coupled device), infrared, CMOS (metal-oxide-semiconductor sensor),
line-scan, video, black-box, smart phone, retro reflectivity meter

Accelerometer The device on: a smartphone, the wheel, the wheel axis, in-car

3D Sensors Laser profiler, line projection, stereovision, Kinect device, ground penetrating radar,
structured light, photometric stereo

Microphone A device placed: on a tyre, near the road, beneath the car

Sound propagation Sonar device

Pressure Pressure sensor

Friction Tyre traction, angled wheel

Deflectometer Falling weight deflectometer (FWD), dynamic rolling weight deflectometer (RWD)

Of the areas illustrated in Table 1, the most researched are those based on the use of lasers and
imagery. Concerning the laser-based methods, there are numerous commercial applications and
systems, which are linked to survey vehicles carrying out surveys across a network. These systems are
highly accurate but can be very expensive and would not be obtainable by small or under-resourced
agencies or authorities [14]. Many of them are based on the work carried out in the development of
the Laser Crack Measurement System (LCMS) [15]. This system utilizes vehicles that are equipped
with high-performance lasers that measure road profiles, roughness and slopes at a resolution of 1 mm
while simultaneously generating three-dimensional profiles of the pavement. Other applications have
considered systems with mobile lasers and light detection and ranging (LIDAR) systems [16–18] but
their applications have been shown to have issues with deployment and accuracy. There have also
been attempts in which both cameras and lasers are utilized in one system to produce road condition
data featuring images and profiles from laser profilers [19,20].

Typically, the laser-based systems offer the greatest accuracy amongst the methods but given their
associated high costs, image-based systems are often seen as the more appealing option for many
studies and subsequent implementations. Most image-based systems utilize cameras equipped to
vehicles which survey a road or network and capture images throughout the survey. The images
are then utilized in various detection systems using different algorithms and techniques [13,21,22] to
identify the distresses present on the road along with the location and associated severity levels.

Previous studies have utilized image-based systems and techniques to detect, classify and
analyse pavement distresses [23]. Other studies have also applied deep learning and artificial
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intelligence to automatically detect distresses [24–26]. Of particular interest recently is the use of a
stereoscopic based method, which utilizes photogrammetry and structure-from-motion. Using the
techniques, three-dimensional (3D) models of pavement sections can be made with the use of regular
two-dimensional (2D) images from cameras. Recent studies have been able to use this method to
accurately replicate pavement distresses and they have demonstrated the capacity of the method to be
utilized in the further steps of analysis and database generation for road authorities [27,28]. With the
consideration of this modelling approach, it has also been demonstrated that the methods can provide
the required metric information to satisfy industrially recognized distress manuals and also produce
additional pieces of data such as volumetric deviations of the surface. It has also been shown that
the information required by authorities varies based on the location and specific situational context,
as distress manuals vary significantly in terms of the measurement and type of the distresses present
so every approach needs to be adjusted based on the actual network conditions [29]. Based on these
advances, this study aims to take the research further to examine the practical uses of the data produced
and further build the pipeline with new segmentation algorithm applications and over a longer test
section, therefore, better imitating a real-world application.

1.3. The Rising Use of 3D Image-Based Modelling and Drones to Detect and Analyse Pavement Distresses

As previously mentioned, structure-from-motion (SfM) is a modelling technique which is used
to generate 3D models of objects using 2D images. Algorithms are used for the reconstruction of
the required object using overlapping 2D images [30,31]. The images are captured during surveys
of the required object in which the camera is directed at points across the object with an overlap of
approximately 70%. Once the images are captured, algorithms are then used to align the images in
space and then a bundle adjustment process is done to locate where the object is in a 3D space. This is
aided by markers or ground control points, which allow the model to be metrically accurate. Figure 2
displays an example dataset of a short survey of an asphaltic pavement section. The blue rectangles
in the image represent the overlapping position of the camera at each point of image capture during
the survey.
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Historically, the primary focus and use of SfM techniques have been in the field of architecture,
cultural heritage and archaeology, where models are generated to help preserve data and models
of artefacts and important historical buildings [32,33]. Older studies have considered the use of the
techniques for road condition monitoring and evaluation [34–36] but criticisms arose which included
inadequate accuracies and exhaustive computational power. Recently, some of these shortfalls have
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been solved with the advancements of available software that utilize algorithms with the ability
to process models quicker with proven higher accuracy levels. This has made it possible for the
applications in pavement engineering to be appropriate [27].

The use of drones to carry out image surveys has also been considered in previous works
and applications of inspections of civil infrastructure [37,38]. This is due to the ability of drones
to cover a wide area without having to have direct interaction with elements of the pavement
structure. Furthermore, by using current marketplace drones it is possible to obtain images with
high resolutions that result in data archiving done in shorter lengths of time and at lower costs
than traditional approaches. Given these reasons, other studies have utilized them for observing
pavement conditions [18,39–41]. Particular studies have also used the imagery to generate maps and
measure the precise deformations of potholes and rutting [42,43]. Notwithstanding these advantages,
there are also limitations with the general use of drones which include inclement weather (rain and
wind obstructions), interferences with obstacles near the road (such as trees and buildings) and legal
aspects which can forbid or limit the use of a drone in particular areas or communities. Additionally,
when carrying out image surveys using drones, there needs to be limited traffic and the surveys have
to be done during daylight. Whilst these limitations do present a challenge to some applications using
the device, there is still tremendous potential especially for authorities who have limited data and who
can ensure that the legal regulations are in place to carry out the surveys. Surveys can also be carried
out quickly in periods with limited traffic to help avoid some of the previously mentioned limitations.

The primary focus of many studies using drones has been in the area that can be covered by drones
and how techniques can be used to generate a 3D model of the road structure. However, this study
attempts to take the process further, identifying how the information should be processed and utilized
by the authority to help manage pavement maintenance systems and programmes and better monitor
the conditions of the road networks. Furthermore, previous studies have focused on small sections of
roads and have used the techniques at specific points of interest, whereas this study considers taking
images in a continuous manner along the grade of the road establishing the possibility of modelling a
full road section.

1.4. Utilizing Segmentation to Analyse 3D Models of Pavement Sections

Once the SfM techniques are utilized, the generated 3D models can be used to analyse the road
conditions. To do this, methods are needed to recognize features and patterns within the replicated
models. One method to do this is using image segmentation. This involves dividing the image or
model into smaller sections or parts based on similar features or characteristics. This can be done with
pavement models to segregate and then subsequently analyse the distresses present in the pavement
section. Several data sources have been used to segment images and models, which include:

1. The use of LIDAR point cloud data [18]
2. Google maps image data [44,45]
3. 3D laser profile data [46,47]
4. 3D lasers [48]
5. Regular 2D images from cameras and drones [49,50]

The data acquisition can be expensive in many of these instances, which can be a deterrent to
using the process in practical scenarios. Additionally, the segmentation techniques can be overly
complex which makes their use harder as significant training would be required for practitioners to
apply the techniques. Consequently, this study aims to develop a low-cost workflow using drone
imagery, which can be used to get quick overviews of the sections of a road network.

Using the imagery obtained from a drone survey, SfM techniques can be applied and then used
simultaneously with the segmentation techniques to isolate the pavement distresses. The SfM technique
produces a point cloud which can be classified and then subsequently used to generate depth maps
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and subsections of the models [51] which explain the deformation of the pavement section. The generic
process of segmentation is in illustrated in Figure 3.Information 2020, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 6 of 24 
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Figure 3. Workflow to utilize segmentation of 3D models.

Using the generic outline, this study attempts to segment the models from the SfM process using
drone imagery and generate depth maps and isolated subsections, which can be used to explain the
road condition in terms of deformation and roughness.

1.5. The Specific Aim of the Study

Given the issues raised with automated methods needed for detecting pavement distresses,
this study aims to address these problems by generating 3D models of the pavements through the use
of unmanned aerial vehicles. To this end, a case study is used where a pavement section is surveyed
using a drone to capture images along the pavement’s surface. Once the data is collected, 3D modelling
is carried out, followed by the use of segmentation techniques and analysis to give a metric breakdown
of the pavement’s condition. A flexible pipeline is established that can be replicated in a practical
environment to boost the information available to a road authority without the use of expensive
vehicular surveys or subjective manual ones. The output provides another step towards automating
aspects of the data collection system at a low-cost.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Structure-From-Motion Technique and Pipeline

When using 3D modelling techniques based on structure-from-motion, the most important
parameter to be understood and quantified in surveys is the ground sampling distance (GSD). This is
because this is the parameter from which models are interpreted. The GSD is the distance between two
consecutive pixel centres, with respect to the real ground measurements as shown in Figure 4.

Information 2020, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 6 of 24 

 

 
Figure 3. Workflow to utilize segmentation of 3D models. 

Using the generic outline, this study attempts to segment the models from the SfM process using 
drone imagery and generate depth maps and isolated subsections, which can be used to explain the 
road condition in terms of deformation and roughness. 

1.5. The Specific Aim of the Study 

Given the issues raised with automated methods needed for detecting pavement distresses, this 
study aims to address these problems by generating 3D models of the pavements through the use of 
unmanned aerial vehicles. To this end, a case study is used where a pavement section is surveyed 
using a drone to capture images along the pavement’s surface. Once the data is collected, 3D 
modelling is carried out, followed by the use of segmentation techniques and analysis to give a metric 
breakdown of the pavement’s condition. A flexible pipeline is established that can be replicated in a 
practical environment to boost the information available to a road authority without the use of 
expensive vehicular surveys or subjective manual ones. The output provides another step towards 
automating aspects of the data collection system at a low-cost. 

2. Materials and Methods 

2.1. Structure-From-Motion Technique and Pipeline 

When using 3D modelling techniques based on structure-from-motion, the most important 
parameter to be understood and quantified in surveys is the ground sampling distance (GSD). This 
is because this is the parameter from which models are interpreted. The GSD is the distance between 
two consecutive pixel centres, with respect to the real ground measurements as shown in Figure 4. 

 
Figure 4. Visual representation of the ground sampling distance (GSD). Figure 4. Visual representation of the ground sampling distance (GSD).



Information 2020, 11, 568 7 of 24

Furthermore, it details the smallest observable objects within the image and subsequently the
replicated model [52]. The greater the value of the GSD is, the fewer details are measurable. Therefore,
it important to understand the size of details that are required in a survey and the subsequent final
model. The GSD will provide the resolution of the generated models. The size of the smallest visible
details should generally be two to three times the value of the GSD during the survey [53]. This means
that it will not be possible to accurately measure and decipher any details on the model that have a
real-world measurement that is smaller than 2–3 times the value of the GSD. Given this, it is important
to establish what measurements are required for typical pavement distresses. In past studies, it has
been shown that the most common distress severities are generally no smaller than 10 mm [54].
For other studies, related to this, a 3 mm resolution is utilized which corresponds to the metric values
of distresses within global survey manuals [10]. Given this, and using the rule of thumb previously
identified, if a resolution of 3 mm would be enough to identify and analyse these distresses then a GSD
one-third of this value would be sufficient for the survey. Therefore, the GSD should have a value
no larger than 1 mm. This is however a benchmark and if the actual GSD is lower, then the smallest
details would be more visible and the models more clearly represented. The GSD is related to the
camera parameters and is given by Equation (1) below:

GSD =
D× pxsize

f
(1)

where D = object distance, ƒ = focal length and pxsize = pixel size (as defined by the ratio of the camera’s
sensor size to the image size). The camera parameters of focal length and pixel size can be adjusted to
yield an appropriate GSD. For this study, a GSD of 1 mm was aimed for based on the requirements seen
in previous work linking industry standards to models [28]. With this GSD in place, the resolutions of
the resulting model would allow measurements to be made that could explain the severity assessments
of the distresses present on the pavement. Given this, the object distance was manipulated to ensure
this value was obtained for the survey. Based on this the equation could be rewritten as shown in
Equation (2) with the focus on the object distance:

D =
1× f
pxsize

(2)

The object distance will not remain exactly constant during the surveys but an approximate value
should be determined beforehand which surveyors should try and not exceed during the survey.
To apply Equations (1) and (2), the internal parameters of the camera have to be considered. For the
survey, the commercially available DJI Mavic 2 Pro drone was used for the surveys (Figure 5). The cost
of this drone or one with similar specifications is negligible in comparison to the cost of a survey
vehicle equipped with lasers and other tools.
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The specifications of this device are given in Table 2, which includes the exact camera specifications
utilized for the surveys. The weight is particularly important as this is a dimension that is consistently
mentioned in regulations and must be adhered to in order to allow for flights.

Table 2. Specifications of the camera on the UAV used for structure-from-motion (SfM) surveys.

Device DJI Mavic 2 Pro

Drone weight (grams) 907
Camera resolution (megapixel) 20

Image Size (pixel) 5568 × 3648
Sensor size (mm) 13.2 × 8.8

Focal length (35 mm eq.) 28
ISO Sensitivity 100
Exposure time 0.001 (shutter speed of 1/1000)

Aperture f/2.8

Given the specifications of the camera, the object distance was calculated. This resulted in a
required object distance of 11.81 m to produce the associated GSD value. Given this value, it was
then decided to survey a maximum flying height of 10 m to ensure that at no point the object distance
exceeded the recommended value. This was done by monitoring the altitude of the drone throughout
the survey with respect to the ground at the beginning of the survey.

The main survey was taken over a distance of approximately 1 km on a roadway that was relatively
flat and contained sections suffering from cracking, depressions and rutting. These distresses represent
key distresses that appear on roadways and are typical of the most common distresses practitioners
have to deal with in real situations. It was especially important to have a road section with cracks in it,
as this is the distress that occurs the most in the region of the study [55]. An image of the overview of
the pavement studied is shown in Figure 6.

The survey roadway was straight and surrounded by trees and open greenery areas. The survey
was also carried out during a time when there was minimal traffic to avoid cars blocking the view
of the roadway. As mentioned previously, this is a limitation of the process and it would be difficult
to survey a heavily trafficked section, as the drone would not be able to visualize the road and the
distresses. The survey was also done during a period where there was minimal wind. The drone itself
has a maximum wind speed resistance of 29–38 km/h so this also represents a limitation that must be
considered during surveys. With heavy winds, getting stable images could be a problem and would
result in poor models. The trees that are present in the section also present a challenge to the process
as they will cast shadows across the road section and the colour of the resulting model will have a
different colour at those points. However, for the metric evaluation, the presence of the dark points
will not have an effect. For the survey, a typical SfM workflow was utilized and this is illustrated in
Figure 7. The survey itself took approximately twenty minutes and GPS points on the ground taken by
the road authority were used as ground control points for the metric scaling of the subsequent models.
This time frame is important as it does represent a limitation of the technique as surveys over longer
sections will require recharging the battery of the drone or using multiple batteries as the battery has
an approximate life of thirty minutes.
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During the survey of the pavements, the flight was pre-set using specific flight settings of the
drone. One trip was made across the surface. Whilst multiple trips across the surface could produce
more images and possibly a higher accuracy with more details, the survey is limited by the drone
battery, which limits the time possible for one survey. Additionally, by using one strip, the workflow
becomes more practically applicable and more easily adapted for practitioners. The use of one long
burst of images across the surface could produce a deformed 3D model so care must be made to use
control points along the surface. This was done using eight coordinated points in every 200 m section
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of the pavement, which can be considered appropriate based on previous studies [56]. The errors of
these residuals are given in Section 3.

Furthermore, by controlling the camera specifications and settings, the settings would not change
per image and therefore there would be consistency in the image dataset. This is important because if
an automated camera setting is used for the camera, images would have different environmental effects
and matching images could cause issues for the 3D replication. The images were taken in sequence
moving horizontally across the pavement with the camera focusing downwards at the pavement
surface allowing for an estimated overlap of 70% by an image with the GPS of the drone being utilized
for location assessment. Within the settings, the drone was instructed to automatically take images
every 2 s to allow the overlap of images needed for the process. The images were also captured in their
RAW format to take advantage of the number of colours and complexities that can be represented in
this format as opposed to the typical jpeg format which has sixteen times less colour and uses lossless
compression, which allows them not to suffer from image-compression artefacts. The images captured
could then be transferred to the software maximizing the colours available in the original files.

Following this, the images were transferred to the SfM software, Agisoft Metashape [57] where
the SfM pipeline as depicted in Figure 7 was used to replicate 3D models of the surveyed pavement
section. Within the software, there are options for calibration and compensation for the rolling
stock using pre-calibrated value but these would not be applicable for such a low-level camera and
survey and could result in worse results. Any self-calibration would also result in an elongated and
difficult workflow that would affect the practicality of implementing it in a road authority. The use of
ground control can be considered satisfactory for this type of workflow. In the process, images and
corresponding point clouds were filtered to ensure that the model would only depict the pavement
and not the side elements of the pavement such as the sidewalk or trees. Once the 3D models were
generated, the models were transferred to the open-source software, CloudCompare [58] to examine
the defects and identify the distresses existing on the pavement sections. This methodology employed
to examine the defects is represented in Section 2.2.

2.2. Application of RANSAC(RANdom SAmple Consensus) Segmentation Algorithm

After the models were transferred to CloudCompare, different segmentation techniques were
considered based on previous research and the appearance of the models. In earlier works, the RANSAC
segmentation algorithm [59] was considered for segmenting pavement sections [28]. This algorithm
functions by attempting to extract shapes from a model by grouping specific geometric features of
different types of shapes based on the number of points set out by each category by the user.

The pseudocode for the algorithm is given below in Algorithm 1 [59]:

Algorithm 1 Extracting Shapes in point Cloud P

1: Ψ← Ø {extracted shapes}
2: C← Ø {shape candidates}
3: repeat
4: C← C ∪ new Candidates ()
5: m← best Candidate (C)
6: if P(|m|, |C|> pt then
7: P← P\Pm {remove points}
8: Ψ← Ψ ∪m
9: C← C\Cm {remove invalid candidates}
10: end if
11: until P(τ, |C|> pt

12: return Ψ
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Within this, the algorithm considers a point cloud P = {p1, . . . , pN} and outputs a primitive set
of shapes Ψ = {Ψ1, . . . , Ψn} which have a corresponding disjoint set of points PΨ1 ⊂ P, . . . , P Ψn ⊂

P and also indicates the remaining points that have not been grouped and are considered removed.
The algorithm is run for several iterations with the highest scoring primitive being sought after.
Once the user-defined minimal shape size for the point cloud is reached the process will conclude.
This is important as this size can be defined by the user and is based on the overall point cloud size.
For the implementation, the H-RANSAC plugin within CloudCompare was utilized. The plugin can
be used to detect and isolate particular shapes, specifically planes, spheres, cylinders, cones and tori.
As the pavement surface can be thought of as a plane, the focus within this study was using this
shape to define a reference plane or rather a standard road profile from which the distresses could be
referenced from. Depth maps from this plane could then be used to identify the deformation levels of
the pavement and to isolate the major distressed pavement sections.

2.3. Application of 2.5D Quadric Fit Algorithm

In previous works, the segmentation was done on smaller pavement sections, which have a flatter
planar reference shape, but for sections over larger lengths, it is likely that there will be some slope on
the road and a direct planar reference could be difficult to achieve with the first RANSAC segmentation
method. To combat this, an alternative approach was also considered using a 2.5D quadric algorithm.
The 2.5D quadric would be fitted onto the 3D model. This is done to find the flattest dimensions
within the model but unlike a fully planar fit, the 2.5D shape more closely mimics a 3D structure
and therefore would more adequately handle the road slope. As conditions are likely to change with
different environments and different distresses, this approach is flexible enough to be adapted in
different circumstances.

The quadric is then visualized as a triangular mesh and this allows the computation of the
deviation of the plane from the actual 3D model. This deviation would therefore represent the
deformations that are present in the model and correspondingly the road section forming the depth
map similar to the process outlined in Section 2.2 and using that to isolate and analyse the distressed
sections of the pavement. The implementation of the algorithm was again done within CloudCompare.
A comparison between this methodology and the RANSAC one was subsequently done to understand
the differences and identify when to apply either algorithm.

2.4. Assessment of Level of Distress

Once the models are segmented and the depth maps generated, the next step is to analyse the
level of deformation present on the road. To do this, the distribution of changes in height between
the generated 2.5D quadric and the actual pavement were considered. The differences are measured
across the model’s surface and can be extracted as a CSV file for analysis. Using this information,
Equations (3)–(5) could then be applied to give a metric on the level of distress across the pavement.

Average height of deformation (dH) =

∑
individual deformations

Number of points on surface
(3)

Volume of distressed pavement (dv) = dH× Surface area (4)

Average Level of distress over sec tion =
dv × total surface area

Total volume
(5)

Given that the models obtained are metrically accurate enough to detect distresses and are scaled,
the information can give a practitioner a quick understanding of the level of distress over different
sections and thus prioritize particular sections for intervention. Following this, recommendations are
made within the study using the results from different sections of the surveyed road.
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3. Results and Discussions

3.1. 3D Pavement Models

The complete surveyed section was first generated before any subsections were done. In Table 3,
the specifications and results of the complete pavement model are shown. Additionally, the RMSE
values for the ground control and checkpoints are given in Table 4 along the three main axes. The RMSE
values are adequate given the level of details required and the size of typical pavement distresses [54]
and are in line with expectations of error based on the pixel size and the points used [60].

Table 3. Survey specifications for full section.

Device DJI Mavic 2 Pro

Distance from the pavement (m) ~8
Number of photos taken (-) 554

Ground sample distance (GSD) (mm/pixel) 0.97
Number of points created in SfM software (-) 90,508,878

Table 4. Control and checkpoints’ RMSE values.

Direction Control Points RMSE (m) Checkpoints RMSE (m)

X error 0.0078 0.0095
Y error 0.0082 0.0112
Z error 0.0079 0.0119

The first important result is that of the GSD, which has a value that is less than the required value,
as previously identified in Section 2.1. Therefore, this allows for the appropriate metric evaluation of
distresses within the model. The number of mesh faces as mentioned within the table describes the
level of detail within the model and the high number is indicative of the large model that was generated
given the section length. A visual inspection of the model would yield a better understanding of the
details. Images showing the generated 3D model are given in Figure 8. Within the figure, the position
of the drone through the survey is also shown illustrating the overlapping images captured from above
the pavement’s surface.

Information 2020, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 12 of 24 

 

Table 3. Survey specifications for full section. 

Device  DJI Mavic 2 Pro 
Distance from the pavement (m) ~8 

Number of photos taken (-) 554 
Ground sample distance (GSD) (mm/pixel) 0.97 

Number of points created in SfM software (-) 90,508,878 

Table 4. Control and checkpoints’ RMSE values. 

Direction Control Points RMSE (m) Checkpoints RMSE (m) 
X error 0.0078 0.0095 
Y error 0.0082 0.0112 
Z error 0.0079 0.0119 

The first important result is that of the GSD, which has a value that is less than the required 
value, as previously identified in Section 2.1. Therefore, this allows for the appropriate metric 
evaluation of distresses within the model. The number of mesh faces as mentioned within the table 
describes the level of detail within the model and the high number is indicative of the large model 
that was generated given the section length. A visual inspection of the model would yield a better 
understanding of the details. Images showing the generated 3D model are given in Figure 8. Within 
the figure, the position of the drone through the survey is also shown illustrating the overlapping 
images captured from above the pavement’s surface. 

(a) 

(b) 

Figure 8. Full model produced by drone imagery. (a) First section of model (b) Second section of 
model. 

As the pavement section is quite large, to have a better understanding of the level of details, 
sections were cropped and these are displayed in Figure 9. Within these images, the distresses are 
more clearly seen which include cracking, rutting and depressions. It is also important to note that 
the models are scaled and therefore a metric evaluation of these particular distresses is possible. 
Images of the original drone imagery are also provided in Figure 10. In the original images, the grass 
edges are shown as well. 

Figure 8. Full model produced by drone imagery. (a) First section of model (b) Second section of model.



Information 2020, 11, 568 13 of 24

As the pavement section is quite large, to have a better understanding of the level of details,
sections were cropped and these are displayed in Figure 9. Within these images, the distresses are
more clearly seen which include cracking, rutting and depressions. It is also important to note that the
models are scaled and therefore a metric evaluation of these particular distresses is possible. Images of
the original drone imagery are also provided in Figure 10. In the original images, the grass edges are
shown as well.Information 2020, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 13 of 24 
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3.2. Application of RANSAC Segmentation

Following the generation of the 3D model of the entire pavement section, the subsequent step was
the analysis of the models using the previously mentioned segmentation strategies. The first employed
strategy was the utilization of the RANSAC algorithm, which allows extraction of shapes from the
targeted point clouds. In this implementation, the assignment of the value for the minimum support
points is needed.

For the largest model under analysis, the total number of points in the point cloud was 90 million
points. This represents a sectional area of approximately 8000 m2 of the ground surface. Using this
and parameters previously used to segment pavement models using the RANSAC algorithm, a value
of 50,000 points was initially assigned for splitting the object to produce the reference plane. However,
when using this value too many planes were created and this is visualized in Figure 11.

Information 2020, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 14 of 24 

 

For the largest model under analysis, the total number of points in the point cloud was 90 million 
points. This represents a sectional area of approximately 8000 m2 of the ground surface. Using this 
and parameters previously used to segment pavement models using the RANSAC algorithm, a value 
of 50,000 points was initially assigned for splitting the object to produce the reference plane. 
However, when using this value too many planes were created and this is visualized in Figure 11. 

 

Figure 11. Visualization of RANSAC algorithm using inadequate minimum number of support 
points. 

Following this, trials using 70,000–120,000 points were considered. However, the slope of the 
road was an issue as planes were generated at inclined angles as shown in Figure 12. 

 
Figure 12. Errors in using RANSAC application. 

Therefore, this proved to be an inappropriate methodology for the full section. However, when 
applied to subsections where the slope was nearly zero it was possible to generate adequate reference 
planes as is shown in Figure 13. 

 

Figure 13. Application of plane shape through RANSAC algorithm. 

Therefore, it can be surmised that this application only works when small sections of roads are 
considered and therefore for a network or longer road it is not useful to apply this segmentation 
strategy. Given this, the consideration of the 2.5 quadric was very important. 

Figure 11. Visualization of RANSAC algorithm using inadequate minimum number of support points.

Following this, trials using 70,000–120,000 points were considered. However, the slope of the road
was an issue as planes were generated at inclined angles as shown in Figure 12.
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Therefore, this proved to be an inappropriate methodology for the full section. However,
when applied to subsections where the slope was nearly zero it was possible to generate adequate
reference planes as is shown in Figure 13.
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Therefore, it can be surmised that this application only works when small sections of roads are
considered and therefore for a network or longer road it is not useful to apply this segmentation
strategy. Given this, the consideration of the 2.5 quadric was very important.

3.3. Application of Quadric Plane and Subsequent Segmentation

For the application of the quadric plane, the plugin was utilized within CloudCompare where the
plane was generated upon the surface of the 3D model. With the quadric application, a root mean
square (RMS) of 0.0084 m was achieved. The RMS value is a good indication of the closeness of the fit
between the newly created reference plane and the actual model. A visualization of the plane on the
model is given in Figure 14.
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Figure 14. Application of quadric plane to model.

After the plane was adequately assigned to the model, a computation of the distance between
the plane and the model could then be calculated using the “C2M” distance computation within
CloudCompare. This can be used to establish depth maps of the road section depicting points of
deformation and degradation. An overall depth map illustrating the differences between the reference
plane and the model is shown in Figure 15, with the colours emphasizing distressed areas.
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Figure 15. Application of quadric algorithm to the pavement section.

Using the depths measured within this overall model, further segmentation can be made at
various points of analysis along the model. Examples of particular points of emphasis along the model
are given in Figures 16 and 17.
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Figure 16. Top—first example of a segmented pavement section, bottom—original drone images from
the section. (a) 3D model of pavement section; (b) Segmented 3D model (c) First example of original
imagery from section; (d) Second example of original imagery from section.
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Figure 17. Top—second example of a segmented pavement section, bottom—examples of the original
drone images. (a) 3D model of pavement section; (b) Segmented 3D model; (c) First example of original
imagery from section; (d) Second example of original imagery from section.
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Within the examples, the points along the crack are visualized and can be isolated from the
remainder of the model as well. Using the segmentation applications, the isolated sections will generate
important metric analysis and information for road authorities. Metric assessments of any sections
would be able to output area and volumetric measurements, which in turn can result in values of the
volume or area of the cracks, depressions and other deformations, which are key to the evaluation
of the pavement and the overall network. The metric evaluations and analysis can also be made at
cross-sections along the model. An example of this is depicted in Figure 18 where the 3D model was
transferred to a computer-aided design (CAD) software, Rhino 3D [61], and cross-sections implemented
at 0.5 m intervals along the model. Within the section shown, rutting and surface roughness are shown
and using the model, the exact metric values of deviation can be established.
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Whilst it is possible for the model itself to display roughness, a check using the original images
reveals the rough sections of the pavement as shown in Figure 19 below. The pavement suffers from
excessive roughness on the pavement sides where there is also rutting likely caused by traffic loading
by heavier vehicles in these lanes. This is common in these types of roadways.
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To understand the overall levels of distress at different sections, the model was then split using
the cross-sectional tools available in CloudCompare as illustrated in Figure 20. Using the tools,
three subsections were created and using these sections, analysis of the deformations were done to
understand the average level of distress on the various sections.
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3.4. Analysis of the Level of Distress over Pavement Sections

With the segmentation complete, the formulae given in Section 2.4 were used to understand the
general road condition and the deformations present on the road. The results from these calculations
are given in Table 5. This was done using the outputs from the CSV file expressing the deviations of
the surface of the model from the established reference planes.

Table 5. Distress results of pavement models.

Measurement Full Section Subsection 1 Subsection 2 Subsection 3

Length of section (m) 1000 200 250 300
Average height of deformation (m) 0.020 0.043 0.032 0.025

Volume of distressed pavement surface (m3) 160.80 69.02 64.50 50.20
Average level of distress over section (%) 20.35 43.14 32.25 25.10

From the figures, it can be seen that the overall section has an average level of distress of 20% of
its pavement surface. In the other three sub-sections considered the distress is greater with subsection
1 having the largest degree of distress of over 40% degradation. The colour coding (green to red) used
in Table 5 highlights the levels of severity, with red representing the most damaged sections. From this
coding, it is clear that the most damaged section is sub-section 1. A closer examination of this section
reveals tremendous cracking, patched areas and highly rutted areas as shown in Figure 21.
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This was done to illustrate how road managers can use the information. If surveys are carried out
using the same methodology for a large number of road sections, then the average level of distress can
be generated per section and the managers would have a clear idea of which sections are in the poorest
conditions. The list would then be kept in their database and continually updated at various time
intervals to schedule and plan future road interventions. The models can also be used in a workflow
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within Agisoft Metashape to develop a digital elevation model (DEM) which refers to the terrain and
can allow for contour mapping. High-quality orthophoto maps can also be generated from the UAV
imagery [62] and kept in the road asset database. This can be made on a continual basis to monitor
changes in the displacement of the pavement over time. Similar workflows have been validated in
analysing road deformations due to natural disasters and hazards like landslides [63]. Within these
workflows, surveys are carried out continuously over years to understand the changes in the model
using the DEM and a similar approach can be used within this domain. The use of the DEM could
also prove useful in determining patterns of patches but more than one comparison is needed for
assertions on patterns could be readily adapted. Nevertheless, whilst there are no available comparable
DEMs, at different points of time over the years, for the road under analysis, the approach in this study
provides for an analysis given limited data and provides the platform for the future development of
the pipeline. This situation is also one that is likely to occur in a road authority with limited resources
and who need quick answers on the current state of the pavement. In a scenario where an overview is
required to compute the average levels of distress as shown in Table 5, the approach in this study is
sufficient. Given this, a workflow can be developed around the type of information yielded from the
current process. This is illustrated in Figure 22.
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Within the workflow, the techniques would be used to rank road sections within a network based
on the average distress levels. This would help users to understand the overall conditions of the
network. Additionally, the UAV models will highlight particular points, where additional information
may be needed and at these points, similar SfM techniques can be applied using mobile imagery
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instead as adequately demonstrated by previous studies [28]. With the systems combined, the road
authority would have vital road condition data to plan their maintenance programs.

4. Conclusions

The study carried out in this paper set out to utilize drone imagery to recreate 3D models of a
road and then use the models to monitor and analyse the pavement surface conditions. Previous work
validated the accuracies of using structure-from-motion techniques to generate 3D models of pavement
distresses and this study was built from this pipeline. To further utilize the techniques over a pavement
section and using the drone imagery, a case study was developed using a highly distressed road section
to display how the models can be generated and then a workflow was built to segment the models
from the UAV imagery. The focus of the study is on how the techniques can be exploited to serve as a
platform for helping monitor pavements. Because of this, the most adaptable version of the techniques
was considered to ensure the pipeline could be easily understood in a civil engineering application
and domain.

Different segmentation strategies were considered and it was shown that for longer road sections,
different segmentation techniques are needed as the road slope does not allow for an adaption of a
flat plane as was done in previous studies. The segmentation techniques used in the study allowed a
reference section to be developed to calculate the deformations along the road profile, which could
alert practitioners to the particular points of concern on the network. An analysis pipeline was also
created to generate a metric, which would display the average level of distress of a particular model
or section. This was developed using a statistical analysis of the deviations present in the model
when related to a reference plane developed within the study. Different sections of the model were
used to show that the process would give a value that can relate to the required intervention for that
section. Using this process for several different surveys over a network, a road authority would be
able to have a greater understanding of the worst sections within the network and could then make
appropriate intervention strategies. As was highlighted in Figure 1, the outputs of the PMS are the
timeline for maintenance strategies and the type of intervention and this process yields information
to characteristics the pavement conditions that would lead to the desired output of establishing
appropriate maintenance timelines.

The pipeline is not only reliable but also affordable as the costliest acquisition is the drone and
the cost of this piece of equipment is marginal compared to the typical techniques involving survey
vehicles. It should also be stressed that the drone used is not the latest version from the company and
future drones will have even better cameras and specifications, which will in turn yield even better
resolutions and models. Additionally, it must be reinforced here that as the process was carried out
with flexible user-friendly techniques and algorithms, the process is flexible and would not require
significant resources to be practically implemented. Future work will include an analysis of a wider
network to demonstrate the capacity of the process along with more metric analysis of particular points
on the network and the associated distress categories at these points. Finally, based on the results and
output workflow, the study helps take the automation of the detection of road conditions a step further.
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