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Abstract: The deployment of offshore wind turbines (WTs) has emerged as a pivotal strategy in the
transition to renewable energy, offering significant potential for clean electricity generation. However,
these structures’ operation and maintenance (O&M) present unique challenges due to their remote
locations and harsh marine environments. For these reasons, it is fundamental to promote the
development of autonomous solutions to monitor the health condition of the construction parts,
preventing structural damage and accidents. This paper explores the application of Unmanned
Aerial Vehicles (UAVs) in the inspection and maintenance of offshore wind turbines, introducing
a new strategy for autonomous wind turbine inspection and a simulation environment for testing
and training autonomous inspection techniques under a more realistic offshore scenario. Instead of
relying on visual information to detect the WT parts during the inspection, this method proposes
a three-dimensional (3D) light detection and ranging (LiDAR) method that estimates the wind
turbine pose (position, orientation, and blade configuration) and autonomously controls the UAV
for a close inspection maneuver. The first tests were carried out mainly in a simulation framework,
combining different WT poses, including different orientations, blade positions, and wind turbine
movements, and finally, a mixed reality test, where a real vehicle performed a full inspection of a

virtual wind turbine.

Keywords: simulation; offshore; UAV; wind turbine inspection; LiDAR; gazebo simulator; ROS;
mixed-environment

1. Introduction

Wind and other renewable energy sources are highly utilized worldwide, becoming
the main alternative to fossil fuels and the future key to mitigating climate change by
achieving energy sustainability and minimizing the need for greenhouse power generation.
With the technological growth of wind power generation platforms, wind turbines (WTs)
are becoming more robust and efficient, with the versatility of being designed to operate
on land or offshore [1]. However, their reliability is fundamental to maintaining their high
potential. It is important to periodically monitor the health condition of the construction
parts, mainly the blades, to prevent structural damage and accidents [2]. Traditionally, these
preventive maintenance strategies are fulfilled by professional rope climbing teams or even
ground equipment, where the main goal is to manually monitor the damage to the wind
turbine blade (WTB) and collect data for future interventions/repairs. This methodology
represents an extreme risk for the crews and, simultaneously, a time-consuming and high-
cost operation [3].

Unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) are gaining more interest in the scientific and
industrial research community due to their autonomy, maneuverability, and payload
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capability, making these robots an outstanding platform to perform real-world tasks such as
search and rescue [4], surveillance, mapping, and even structural inspections [5-7]. Given
their great technological evolution, combined with increasingly efficient performance,
greater robustness, lower costs, and the ability to transport various sensors, their use is
increasingly sought after, especially in manual operation tasks, where the operator is the
ability to survey large areas, collect crucial data, or even close-inspect structural anomalies
in real-time. However, executing these missions autonomously, especially on offshore
wind frames (OFMs), is a different and more complex challenge due to their unpredictable
weather, wind conditions, and visibility perception.

To overcome these challenges, this paper outlines the development of a novel LiDAR-
based wind turbine inspection and modeling algorithm and the evolution of the offshore
wind farm simulation framework, which is used for testing and training classical and
machine learning-based algorithms. The most popular wind turbine inspection approaches
using UAVs mainly depend on visual cameras to perform tower modeling, path planning,
and autonomous crack detection. The idea is to develop an autonomous maneuver that
detects, models, and follows the wind turbine shape without using visual perception.
Combining this technique with high-end visual and thermographic cameras, it is possible to
collect high-resolution data to perform damage detection techniques on wind blade profiles.
This will serve as a baseline for deep learning and reinforcement learning algorithms for
autonomous wind turbine inspections using UAVs.

This paper is an extended version of work published in [8] and is outlined as fol-
lows: Sections 1.1 and 1.2 present the preliminary study of wind turbine operations and
maintenance, especially on offshore sites, followed by an analysis of the current robotic
technologies developed for wind turbine damage detection techniques and autonomous
inspection maneuvers used mainly on UAVs. Section 2 presents the conceptual software
architecture explained, describing the processes behind the LiDAR-based WT inspection
and modeling. Section 3 describes the two stages used for testing and tuning the algorithm,
showing and discussing the results obtained, and finally, Section 4 provides the conclusions
and future research directions of this work.

1.1. Background

Onshore wind energy has been the primary renewable energy resource, being an
excellent alternative in environmental terms to conventional electricity production based
on fuels [9]. However, land facilities have difficulties in expansion and growth due to the
visual and sound pollution caused by large wind turbines [10].

Offshore wind farms are now the principal focus of wind power research and de-
velopment. With favorable indicators in almost every environmental index, combined
with large areas and better wind conditions, for instance, higher wind speeds with lower
turbulence effects and lower wind shear, offshore wind plants have become the future of
wind energy [11]. However, these systems require more complex marine foundations, un-
derwater power cables, and crew and transportation logistics, leading to a more expensive
investment [10,12].

Ideally, offshore wind farms are installed on the continental shelf at distances of 10 km
from the coast and water depths of around 10 m. These plants need to coexist with the
existing shipping routes and oil and gas extraction and not interfere with the natural
protected areas, leading to only 4% of that area being available for OWF exploration. These
scenarios change for greater distances from the shore, and the potential area increases to
10% for distances between 30 and 50 km and 25% for even longer distances [11].

Independent of the type of wind farm facility, land or offshore, wind turbines operate
under varying environmental conditions with dynamic and complex winds, compromising
the life cycle reliability. Frequent and sudden failures resulting in reactive maintenance can
be expensive, with associated downtime and loss of production. Despite onshore wind
farm (WF) operations and maintenance (O&M) representing only 5% of their total invest-
ment, since these require fewer crew and transportation logistics, effective and reliable
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maintenance strategies are fundamental for offshore wind turbines (OWTs), where these
operations constitute 23% of the investment cost [13,14]. For these reasons, maintenance ac-
tivities are considered to be the most critical task for WTs, given their associated challenges,
risks, and costs.

From a classical point of view, maintenance strategies are divided into two main
classes: reactive and proactive maintenance [15].

Reactive maintenance, also known as corrective maintenance, is a failure-based strat-
egy where maintenance occurs when failures have already happened. According to the
literature, this strategy is effective for systems with negligible downtime loss, reducing
unnecessary maintenance visits and inspections. Nonetheless, this technique is not suit-
able for every case where future wind farms, mainly offshore facilities, are likely to be
constructed in more remote areas [3]. In addition, with restricted access to offshore sites
due to unpredictable marine conditions, combined with systems with lower reliability and
high failure rates [16], corrective techniques may cost more than expected downtime.

The proactive maintenance is a more complex approach, using different techniques to
reduce downtime and prevent future failures by performing inspection and replacement
operations before those events occur. There are three different categories: preventive main-
tenance (PM), condition-based maintenance (CBM), and predictive maintenance (PdM).

Preventive maintenance is a time-based strategy, meaning those activities are sched-
uled under a specific period based on pre-determined power generation levels, age, and life
cycle of the components. PM aims to optimize the production plan by reducing unplanned
maintenance and excessive spare stock, combined with adequately using service ves-
sels [17,18]. On the other side, planning too many unnecessary inspection and maintenance
operations causes an increase in the LCOE. To improve WT reliability and maintenance
costs, Nandipati et al. [19] proposed a strategy that uses field data and reformulates it into
a single cost-effective maintenance for various components on the wind turbines.

Condition-based and predictive maintenance are similar strategies that can be defined
as sensor-based techniques. While CBM combines sensor measurements, such as temper-
ature, vibration, noise, and corrosion, with any online or offline health diagnosis system
to determine if any indicator reaches a specific limit and engages the maintenance [20,21],
PdM involves more advance techniques, where according to sensor data and event history,
parametric analyses are conducted to predict the failures events and engage before that hap-
pens [22-24]. The main disadvantages of sensor-based approaches are the extensive data
generated during the turbine lifespan, solving problems of filtering, analyzing, and storing,
and the fact that sensors increase the complexity and cost of the systems, introducing new
issues such as sensor failures.

Another aspect that needs to be understood is what to expect and search for during
an inspection operation. Wind turbine blades are one of the most crucial components to
maintain [25]. As these are the principal part used to transform wind speed into rotational
motion, they are very susceptible to structural damage. These defects reduce the lifespan
and power generation efficiency of WTs and increase safety risks and maintenance costs.
However, maintaining the integrity of the WTs alone does not guarantee proper functioning,
since other components, like the ones illustrated in Figure 1, can present defects caused by
fatigue or environmental exposition, as presented in the following list [26]:
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Figure 1. Main components of an offshore wind turbine (From [27]).

e Blades: cracks, fiber rupture, edge erosion, delamination, aeroelastic deflection, and
others [28,29];

*  Gearbox: corrosion, dirt, wearing, gear tooth damage [30];

e  Tower: cracks, vibrations, corrosion, deformation, foundation weakness;

e Nacelle: corrosion, cracks;

*  Generator: corrosion, vibration, rotor asymmetries, overspeed and overheating de-
fects;

e Shaft: shaft imbalance, misalignment, or severe cracks;

*  Yaw and pitch bearings: corrosion, dirt, wear, and spalling.

Regarding offshore wind turbine structures, monitoring the health of their foundations
and mooring systems is extremely important. Since these are installed in the ocean, they
present high levels of corrosion and scour, leading to foundation cracks, deformation,
power cable weaknesses, or even rupture of the mooring ropes. An example was presented
in 2023 [31], where the authors proposed a novel proactive strategy to diagnose the health
of the cable systems. By analyzing the transient signals presented on the power cables, it is
possible to detect and localize the partial discharge sources.

Damage Detection Techniques

Maintenance and inspection operations become significant factors, especially on OWTs,
where the degradation process is more accentuated due to the seawater. Various dam-
age detection technologies have been developed and improved, ensuring accurate minor
damage detection before it causes catastrophic incidents.

The most popular non-destructive testing (NDT) techniques [32] include vibration-
based methods [33], ultrasound [34], strain measurements [35], acoustic emission [36],
thermography [37], optical imaging [38], X-ray [39], or even hyperspectral imaging [40].
To perform inspection operations using these techniques, in most cases, requires skilled
workers with access to the WT to install and operate a device with a set of sensors. However,
with the evolution of the vehicle’s capacity, combined with better and more compact sensors,
some of these techniques can be addressed using autonomous platforms, and each is further
discussed in more detail.

Optical imaging is the most common and affordable technique for surface anomaly
inspection on structures like buildings, bridges, power line components, and wind turbines
(Figure 2). A set of cameras mounted on a UAV can inspect the structures closely and
collect data to detect small cracks and defects in the different materials [41].
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(a) Transverse crack. (b) Corrosion

Figure 2. Visual damage examples found on wind turbines (From [42]).

The first vision-based damage detection approaches used different heuristics algo-
rithms that were refined and hand-crafted to detect cracks on concrete, steel, asphalt, and
fiber composites [41,43]. The most common approaches combine image binarization [44],
morphological segmentation [45,46], image filters [47], or even feature extractors [48,49] to
identify the crack on the image successfully. An example is presented in [50], where the
authors developed an optical wind turbine surface inspection method that automatically
detects cracks using high-resolution images and a UAV. The authors used the Viola—Jones
framework to derive Haar-like features with cascading classifiers to detect surface anoma-
lies. Recently, in [51], the authors proposed a new two-stage method that combines the
previous work with Jaya K-means to segment the contour of the crack with high accuracy.

Classical techniques have been showing outstanding performance in detecting cracks
in different types of surfaces. They also can be used to detect other defects, like steel corro-
sion [52-55], deformations [56], and ice accumulation [57-59]. However, their application
in an automated structural inspection environment is limited. Since those methods need
to be tuned to a specific target, depending on the target’s appearance, their performance
becomes unreliable in a real-world scenario where the environmental and surrounding
conditions vary extensively.

Given the recent success of deep learning (DL) techniques for computer vision applica-
tions, such as image classification [60], autonomous driving [61], and medical imaging [62],
some authors have begun to focus their research work on developing machine learning and
DL-based solutions for damage assessment [63]. Different approaches have been developed,
and it is possible to divide them into image classification, object detection, and semantic
segmentation.

Classification algorithms rely on trained convolutional neural networks (CNNs) to
identify whether there is damage in the image. By evaluating the entire frame, these meth-
ods can mark the image using binary classification (e.g., fault or no fault detected) or with
a multi-label category to specify the type of damage (e.g., corrosion, delamination, cracks).
An example is Reddy et al. [38], who proposed a CNN-based classification approach to
conducting binary and multi-label damage classifications to WT blades, including labels
of tip open, tip erosion, side erosion, and cracks. This method achieved 95% accuracy on
the binary classification and 91% on the multi-label methodology. With a similar approach,
Zhao et al. [64] used a CNN model, Alexnet, to identify surface damage on wind turbine
blades using multi-label classification, averaging 99% accuracy. CNN-based classifica-
tion approaches have been widely used for damage assessment in various materials and
applications, combining different and adapted CNN architectures [65-68].

While some authors focus on fine-tuning CNN architectures to improve detection
accuracy, others worry about finding the exact location of the cracks on the image and
distinguishing multiple areas of damage on a single picture. Since classification methods are
limited to identifying only one object in the entire image, a new technique was developed.
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Instead of classifying the entire image, object detection algorithms use different tech-
niques, such as sliding windows [69], region search [70,71], and even region learning [72,73],
to classify relevant features in smaller parts and obtain the bounding box that represents
the different objects. These strategies not only allow for object localization but also allow for
multiple classifications in the same image frame. Several areas have used the Faster R-CNN
and YOLO algorithms for real-time object detection applications, such as human detec-
tion [74], traffic control [75], medicine [76], and even concrete damage detection [77,78].

Object detection-based methods only aim to fit a bounding box around the regions
of interest, leaving the quantification problem to the user. To obtain more information
about the object, intelligent algorithms have been developed for quantification, known as
semantic segmentation algorithms. In general, these techniques classify each pixel in an
image into one of a fixed number of classes, providing enough information to obtain the
precise location and shape of the object.

Both fully convolutional networks (FCNs) and U-net methods are widely used in se-
mantic segmentation for diverse applications such as scene parsing [79], biomedical image
segmentation [80], and crack quantization [81], among others. Many approaches aim for se-
mantic segmentation for automatic crack detection on concrete [82]. Zhenging Liu et al. [83]
developed a concrete crack semantic segmentation algorithm using a modified version
of U-Net. For WT applications, C. Zhang et al. [84] proposed a deep neural network for
detecting and segmenting WT blade faults based on images taken by a UAV. The Mask-
MRNet architecture uses an optimized Mask R-CNN, the Mask R-CNN-512, stacked with
MRNet, to detect, segment, and classify the blade fault simultaneously.

Semantic segmentation provides detailed scene understanding, making it valuable
for real-time applications such as autonomous driving and robotics. However, it faces
challenges like high computational demands, lighting conditions, and large annotated
datasets, which can limit its effectiveness in resource-constrained environments.

Structural health monitoring (SHM) is a very important procedure not only for wind
turbines but also for other structures. For this reason, various DL-based semantic segmen-
tation techniques have been designed to achieve better accuracy and processing speed.
However, those algorithms are not limited to crack detectors in application scenarios but
can also present high efficiency in detecting defects like rust [85,86] and ice accumulation
on wind turbines [87].

Thermography is another well-known NDT used to detect flaws in inspection proce-
dures on different structures, including wind turbines (Figure 3). As a portable and rapid
way to inspect large surfaces with complex geometry, this technique relies on devices to
measure the surface temperature distribution of the structure. Given the thermal character-
istics of the object, a uniform material is expected to produce smooth radiations along its
surface. By searching for temperature peaks along the surface, these methods can easily
detect geometric anomalies and material discontinuities in a real-time scenario.

There are two main variants in infrared (IR) thermographic NDT techniques: passive
and active [88]. In passive thermography, thermal variations are detected using an IR
camera without an external thermal source, measuring the object radiation emission caused
by the sun. This is the most common method used to quickly inspect structures that are
not in thermal equilibrium with the environment, with flaws representing higher or lower
temperatures than the background. However, it is not applicable for fault detection at an
early stage due to the slow temperature development [89].

On the other hand, active methodologies use external excitation sources, like optical
radiation and mechanical ultrasonic waves, to generate heat on the structure. Analyzing
its thermal distribution using an IR camera makes it possible to determine and quantify
any discontinuities on the object. Active techniques are usually better for detecting deeper
imperfections in the materials. Nonetheless, they require more computational time and are
less usual for operating in outdoor scenarios [90].
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Figure 3. Internal defect of WT blade detected using infrared thermal imaging (From [42]).

Some authors use stationary thermographic systems to monitor WT blade conditions,
allowing for defect detection on both the surface and internal structures to be performed.
Doroshtnasir et al. [91] employed a method combining WTB photographic images with
thermogram difference images to detect subsurface faults from the ground, aircraft, or ships.
Other authors use continuous-wave line laser thermography techniques to monitor rotating
WTBs [92] or to detect internal delamination using the thermal response of the structure [93].
Sanati et al. [90] present two thermography analyses for wind turbine inspection, including
passive and active pulsed and step heating and cooling thermography.

The task could be performed for closer inspections using aerial systems, such as man-
ual operation, teleoperation, or even autonomous control. In 2015, Galleguillos et al. [94]
presented a thermographic analysis for inspecting WTBs using a UAV with a passive IR
camera. In their field tests, the authors could detect inducted defects like delamination,
impacts, and artificial cracks. Since then, several approaches have been developed com-
bining small autonomous aerial vehicles with thermographic cameras to inspect different
structures like buildings [95], bridges [96], and photovoltaic panels.

More recent studies have developed autonomous strategies to detect and quantify
defects by combining DL techniques with thermography [97].

Yang et al. [98] presented an improved Fast R-CNN to learn temperature gradients and
detect cracks of different depths on a steel plate, while F. Liu et al. proposed a robust crack
detection method that combines gray-level visual information with infrared thermography
to train and evaluate multiple CNN segmentation models [99,100].

Thermography enables damage detection when there is no visible light, but real
application measurements are impacted by ambient temperature, surface reflection and
roughness, light sources, and other factors, which are crucial for determining the right time
to operate and acquire the thermography data.

1.2. Related Work

The most commonly used approaches for wind turbine inspection techniques were
using telescopic lenses, lifts or climbing, or even manual operation with the support of
a helicopter. Given the technological evolution of UAVs, these methods have started to
be replaced by smaller and more agile vehicles capable of carrying perception sensors for
data acquisition.

In the first approaches, these platforms started to carry out missions remotely con-
trolled by a ground pilot team equipped with a visual feedback system and a ground station
control unit. Generally, the pilot is responsible for the manual control of the flight, while the
assistant controls the data acquisition, mission duration, and battery status. This strategy
presented many advantages, like low-cost technologies, fast real-time data, and a precise
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navigation system. However, teleoperated missions depend highly on the perception
and control of the pilot, who can be affected by visual conditions and fatigue [101]. For
these reasons, new methods rely on semi-autonomous solutions to maintain the vehicles’
relative distance/velocity or even fully autonomous maneuvers to perform wind turbine
inspections without human interaction.

In 2015, Stokkeland et al. [102] presented an autonomous vision-based solution to
support the inspection maneuver on wind turbine blades. One of the main concerns
when inspecting high structures like wind turbines is the vehicles’ positioning, alignment,
and safety distance. With these limitations in mind, the authors developed a system
that estimates the relative position and orientation of the wind turbine and automatically
centers the UAV with the wind turbine hub to perform a predefined motion pattern. For the
detection of the wind turbine, this method combines the Canny edge detector following the
Hough line transform, detecting the edge lines of the structure and recognizing the wind
turbine tower, hub, and blades. With the objects found in the image, the next step consists of
estimating the relative distance of the wind turbine, tower yaw angle, and blade orientation
and continuously updating the Kalman filter features to perform the maneuver operation.

In a different and more straightforward method, Schifer et al. [103] proposed a
conceptual path-planning technique for wind turbine 3D mapping based on its position
and orientation. By predefining the geometry of the wind turbine, which includes its
tower position, nacelle, rotor angle, number of blades, and blade diameter, the flight
path is generated automatically, covering the front and back sides of the wind turbine
blades. With a different task, the algorithm uses the two-dimensional (2D) point cloud
data to simultaneously map the wind turbine and perform collision avoidance from the
surroundings. This method was developed and tested under a simulated scenario and
highly depends on the correct setting of the geometric parameter, which is not always
reliable in an offshore environment.

At present, the most common wind turbine inspection approaches rely on visual
cameras to undertake tasks such as tower modeling, path planning, and autonomous
crack detection. The majority of these new techniques employ neural networks for the
segmentation of wind turbine components and extraction of the model. However, a
significant challenge persists in ensuring the consistency of visual-based algorithms across
different climatic conditions. Visual data are particularly susceptible to external factors such
as sunlight, position, and dust, which can impair the reliability of the inspection results.

In [104], vision-based blade tip detection and positioning is proposed by combining the
Mask R-CNN with shape constraints techniques. First, the Mask R-CNN is used to identify
and localize the tower, hub, and blades in the image. Since vertical WT blades have visual
similarities to the wind turbine tower, a shape constraint technique is applied to correct
the output classifications. Before extracting the tip coordinates, the last consideration is
to remove the background wind turbine objects that could be in the same frame. After
this process, the coordinates are extracted, and the 3D model is obtained by solving a
perspective-n-point (PnP) problem. Although it performs well, this method relies only on
images that capture the full view of the wind turbine.

Moolan-Feroze et al. [105] proposed a similar approach for simultaneous drone lo-
calization and WT model fitting. In their work, the WT was modeled with a skeletal
approximation composed of five line segments (tower, three blades, and nacelle), integrat-
ing the model fitting process into the non-linear least squares optimizer. Given the image,
the algorithm predicts the skeletal model based on its point and line models. With the
estimated models, the final step consists of refining them through a process that utilizes a
CNN to find correspondence between the skeletal and 2D image points using a pose graph
for navigation optimization by coupling Global Positioning System (GPS) and Inertial
Measurement Unit (IMU) data.

Regarding the inspection process and path planning, Gu et al. [106] presented an
autonomous WT inspection method using a quad-rotor. By assuming stationary wind
turbines with previous knowledge of its model (tower and blade length and fixed blade
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pitch), the authors performed a five-step maneuver to inspect the front and back sides of
the WT. Similar to the previous ones, this method uses the visual information with YOLOv3
to detect and estimate the WT blade’s rotation and adjust its trajectory.

One of the biggest problems of wind turbines is WT blade faults. For that reason, and
without concern about the wind turbine model, Car et al. [107] proposed a LiDAR-based
method to perform semi-autonomous inspection, focusing on movement consistency and
the quality of the image data. With the vehicle manually positioned relative to one of its
blades, the UAV collects LiDAR and visual data, maintaining a relative position to the
inspected blade. The algorithm first performs a plane approximation to obtain its centroid.
Utilizing the relative distance to the inferred plane and its normal plane, the UAV can
maintain a constant distance and head towards the plane while moving in parallel.

In a previous work [5], a LIDAR-based inspection procedure for UAV wind blade
inspection and field tests was performed on an inland wind turbine. Based on a fixed-
Y WT blade configuration and 2D LiDAR, the developed algorithm detects the vertical
wind turbine blade. It performs a frontal and sideways inspection without any human
intervention. The main drawbacks were misalignment with the tower and the limitation of
inspecting only one blade at a time.

Performing inspection tasks on large structures using only one aerial vehicle can be
time-consuming, since the average UAV’s endurance is around 20 min in a stationary
environment. Although it is not directly related to the theme of this paper, it is necessary to
emphasize authors such as [108-110] that have been developing autonomous methods for
structure inspections, ensuring multiple-vehicle coordination and total coverage. These
techniques may be interesting to address in future path planning problems.

Discussion

Developing autonomous WT inspection using UAVs takes into consideration different
challenges. However, the current literature addresses this problem in two scenarios.

First, starting any inspection at close range requires knowledge of the wind turbine
locations and configuration. At this stage, a wind turbine modeling problem is formulated,
and the system must be able to detect and model the structure before inspection.

In cases where the WT model was already extracted or given by the user, the inspection
operation transforms into a path planning problem, and the vehicle needs to plan the
trajectory around the wind turbine, trying to extract as much data as possible to help to
detect fault indicators.

Analyzing modeling approaches, the authors presented different techniques, both rely-
ing on visual information to extract the wind turbine configuration. Stokkeland et al. [102]
used a classical technique to extract edges and estimate the state of the turbine while
keeping track of the drone’s position at the approximation stage, while Guo et al. [104],
Gu et al. [106], and Moolan-Feroze et al. [105] preferred to use neural networks to detect
the different WT components or to directly predict the model during the inspection process.
Both methods only address the modeling process, considering a stationary wind turbine
for the inspection path planning process. In addition, for these methods to work, the
components of the wind farm and their boundaries must be properly framed in the image.
For a scenario where the inspection is carried out as closely as possible, for maximum image
details, these algorithms are no longer reliable for identifying the different WT components,
since the images are all similar in close range.

Regarding trajectory planning, the most common approaches were designed for on-
land wind turbine operations, which means considering static structures. Based on the
pose and configuration of the WT, either predefined by the user [103] or estimated through
the visual information [102,104,105], these methods implemented different techniques to
automatically extract the UAV path for covering the front and back sides of the wind
turbine blades, concerning, at the same time, the optimal orientation for the image frame.

Relying only on visual perception to extract a fixed WT model and autonomously
navigate for inspection in a dynamic environment like in the open sea can affect the
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performance of the operation in some situations, leading to the possible risk of crashing
the vehicle.

Since LiDAR is a particularly well-suited sensor to perform high-accuracy 3D struc-
tural assessments, measurement of deformations, and conduct inspections in circumstances
where visibility is restricted, some authors have started to include LiDAR sensors in their
implementations. In [103,106], the proposed systems run a parallel workflow that uses
2D LiDAR data for collision avoidance and WT distance control. Moreover, in [105], the
authors present some of the limitations of their method, mentioning the future need to
include a LiDAR sensor in their proposed solution.

Knowing the advantages of using LIDAR when extracting three-dimensional features
of the vehicle’s surroundings, Car et al. [107] and Dias et al. [5] proposed two different
LiDAR-based solutions for autonomous WT inspection maneuvers. The first presented a
semi-autonomous solution to inspect the WT blades. Since the system does not estimate
the wind turbine model, their algorithm relies on a manual operator to guide the vehicle to
each blade. In the second work, the inspection task is fully autonomous, but the algorithm
relies on a specific Y-blade configuration. This reduces their versatility, being necessary to
stop the WT in that particular position.

Given this study, this paper’s main contribution consists of a novel and more realistic
UAV framework, presenting a fully autonomous wind turbine inspection strategy with an
adaptive behavior for offshore applications that is capable of both modeling and planning
close-range inspection using only LiDAR data.

2. Materials and Methods

As mentioned above, the first contact with WT inspections started in 2015, when an
autonomous maneuver for three-sided close inspection of the wind turbine blades was
proposed [5]. At that stage, a vertical operation based on a 2D LiDAR was proposed to
map and guide the UAV around the WTB. This approach showed some excellent field
results; however, it only worked under specific conditions: precise tower alignment, Y
configuration, the lake of volume information for obstacle avoidance, and only the vertical
blade being inspected.

Since these structures are in low-visibility conditions for the pilot, it is crucial to
develop an autonomous inspection procedure that allows close inspection at a safe distance
without affecting the pilot’s perspective. Several improvements were made to the previous
single-line LiDAR algorithm, contributing to a more reliable movement with a smooth
trajectory and better data collection.

To perform an autonomous inspection operation on wind turbines, the problem was
split into two different pipelines. Based on the last method, the UAV must be able to detect
and estimate the wind turbine pose and perform autonomous flight near the blades in a
smooth and safe maneuver without pilot feedback. The first pipeline must control the UAV
movement, detect the wind turbine model and its blades, and follow each one using only
the 3D LiDAR information (Figure 4 in light orange).

The second part of the inspection detects damages to the WIBs. For damage detection,
the vehicle is equipped with a visual stereo system with one optical and thermographic
camera, allowing for the identification of surface and near-surface anomalies on the WT
blades. Therefore, the second pipeline is responsible for the image acquisition of both
cameras (visual and thermographic), real-time damage detection caused by fatigue or envi-
ronmental exposition (cracks, fiber rupture, corrosion, edge erosion), and post-processing
for more accurate results (Figure 4 in light blue). This block is an ongoing research work that
applies morphological segmentation techniques with different deep learning approaches
supported in edge computing.
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Figure 4. Proposed architecture for autonomous wind turbine inspection.

Additionally, both pipelines rely on the vehicle’s navigation. This is handled with
an Extended Kalman Filter (EKF) that fuses the inertial measurement unit (IMU) with
RTK GNSS, providing high-accuracy pose estimation. Combining the UAV position and
attitude with the LiDAR and camera extrinsic, the TF module converts the sensor data to
the local (position and attitude relative to the takeoff state) and global coordinate frame
(world coordinates). To complete this framework, two additional blocks were included:
the mission control block, responsible for the state machine, and the data register, which
georeferences all the data for post-processing.

This paper addresses the development of a LIDAR-based autonomous maneuver for
wind turbine blade inspection. Following the same principles of the previous implementa-
tion [5], the new strategy, depicted in Figure 5, depends mainly on three blocks: perception,
modeling, and inspection blocks. It was developed under the following criteria:

a. LiDAR data as the primary sensor to detect and follow the wind turbine blade;
Unknown wind turbine configuration;

c.  The wind turbine’s position is partially known, assuming a maximum error of up to
30 m in distance;

d. The initial nacelle orientation guess is given within a limit of +45° between the UAV
and the wind turbine. This prevents back-side WT inspections;

e. Predefined for wind turbines with three blades (most common WTs).

Wind-Turbine Inspection Task

H LiDAR Processing Perception ] | Modelling 1 § Inspection Vi
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Figure 5. Proposed framework for the LIDAR-based pipeline. p; and ¥ p,, are transformations from
LiDAR-to-body and body-to-world frames, respectively.

2.1. Perception Block

Before extracting the model from the LiDAR data, the algorithm must identify the
candidate points that may represent the main WT components, such as the tower, rotor,
blades, and nacelle. The first step involves processing and organizing the 3D data points
into small groups for posterior object identification.

To reduce the amount of unnecessary information and increase the speed and reliability
of the modeling algorithm, the point cloud data pass through a filtering process to rearrange
the points by their line and column position, remove ground reflections, and ignore points
with a range greater than 50 m. By combining these preprocessed points ( Lp), the extrinsic
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sensor ("p;), and the estimated position of the vehicle (Vp,), the surrounding map is
extracted by transforming each data sample into the world frame (L), serving as a
baseline for identifying the different objects.

Finally, for each point cloud frame, in the world references, multi-clustering techniques
are applied, such as conditional Euclidean clustering, region-growing, DBSCAN, and
normal segmentation, to extract the most relevant clusters, as shown in Figure 6. These
techniques must be adjusted according to the LiDAR sensor and the distance between the
UAYV and the WT during the modeling stage.

In this work, the UAV is equipped with a Velodyne VPL-16 to calculate the model,
maintaining a flight distance of 25 m from the structure until the model is fully estimated.
For the initial estimations of tower positioning and height, the perception block uses only
the Euclidean filter with a cluster tolerance of 0.95 and a minimum cluster size of 10 points.
With these settings, the algorithm can obtain the tower parameters, guiding the UAV up
to the WT rotor. Once the vehicle reaches the rotor, the perception block starts mixing
the outputs of the Euclidean filter and DBSCAN to detect the rotor nose and then the WT
blades. For this step, an epsilon value of 0.75 and a minimum sample of 50 points were set.

Additionally, the information of the previous estimated model (“WT,,_1), collected
in sample n — 1, is merged with a region bounding box filter to improve the clustering
search. Knowing the previous pose of the clusters and the UAV movement, and since
WT movements present low-frequency changes—in other words, the moment of inertia is
huge—cluster detection and identification are improved by looking near the known region.

Note that this pipeline works sequentially with the information from the modeling
process and can be easily adapted to integrate different clustering techniques.

(a) Raw LiDAR data (“Lp). (b) Clustering output (“L).
Figure 6. Visual damage examples found on wind turbines (adapted from [8]).The points used to

estimate the rotor centre position are in red. The blue points indicate the wind blade cluster used
to estimate the first blade configuration. In white the tower points and the green the smaller WT
blade clusters.

2.2. Modeling Block

As the name suggests, the modeling block matches the point cloud clusters with the
corresponding components and finds the WT configuration to perform an efficient and safe
autonomous inspection operation. The wind turbine model is defined by seven parameters:
tower position, radius, height, rotor, and the three blades’ projected positions. As shown
in Figure 7, instead of representing the exact location of the blades, these positions are
projected to a parallel plane, ensuring safe distance and serving as initial starting points for
close inspection.

With an initial guess of the position and orientation of the wind turbine, the first
process is to find the bottom part of the tower to begin its pose motion estimation. Once
the UAV is inside the threshold radius, the modeling algorithm starts to fit each cluster
into a cylindrical shape, evaluating its verticality (Figure 8a). The group with a minor
vertical error and better radius consistency is selected to extract the first model parameters
(wWT), the tower pose (x, y, z, roll, and pitch), and the radius. At this stage, the algorithm
initializes the filter, aligns with the cylinder center, and starts moving vertically to identify
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new WT components, maintaining, at the same time, a safe distance of 25 m from the tower.
After initialization, the algorithm uses the previously known model to improve the cluster
selection of the new data from the perception block.

Figure 7. Model representation of the wind turbine. The green cylinder represents the tower position,
height, and radius; the green dot represents the rotor center; and the blue dots represent each blade.

While moving upwards, the algorithm starts searching for the tower height parameter
by historically analyzing the size and shape of the correspondent cluster (Figure 8b). When
the tower limit is reached, a visual representation of the structure is displayed, as shown
in Figure 7, and the vehicle initiates the alignment process. The WT orientation can be
estimated by detecting the nacelle or blade points. Since both are straight structures, the
method projects the 3D point cloud on the horizontal plane and begins to fit 2D lines that
could represent these WT parts, as Figure 8c illustrates. Depending on the pose of the
wind turbine, this process can lead to two perpendicular lines, one for the nacelle and the
other for the WT blades. To select the final orientation, the algorithm uses the known tower
position, calculates the yaw angle for the wind turbine, and finally aligns its position in
front of the WT rotor.

After the alignment process, the last step is to extract the safety positions to start the
close inspection. In this position, the goal is to extract the rotor (cluster centered between
the tower and UAV) and one of the blades’ center positions. The algorithm can estimate
the rest of the WT parameters based on these points, as shown in Figure 8d. Note that after
these procedures, the wind turbine model is fully defined and can be exported to reduce
the operational time if the UAV requires battery replacement.
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(b) (0)

(d)

Figure 8. Modeling process. (a) Tower position and radius estimation; (b) tower height measurement,

green cylinder; (c) wind turbine orientation estimation. In red, the blade’s point cloud is projected on
the horizontal plane; (d) blades and rotor estimation.
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2.3. Inspection Block

After the modeling processes, the next stage consists of the UAV trajectory planning,
considering a dynamic structure. Since offshore wind turbines have floating foundations,
these structures can present slight angular and linear movements, each of which could
lead to inspection failures. Given these challenges, the inspection block is responsible for
analyzing the model data and controlling the vehicle through the entire inspection mission,
maintaining it in a close but safe trajectory.

With knowledge of the wind turbine model, the final step is to closely inspect each
blade and collect high-quality data with different sensors to identify possible failures. For
this, and since the OWT is not static, the proposed algorithm combines the information of
the estimated model with a dynamic motion strategy, similar to the one proposed in [107],
to follow the WT blade edge.

From the extracted safe positions, and restricting the field of view of the LiDAR,
the UAV starts searching for the closet blade surface, extracts the centroid of the point
cloud data, approximates to a tangential plane, and calculates its covariance eigenvectors,
obtaining the heading adjustment and the blade direction vector for controlling the UAV
(Pv) until the blade tip, as illustrated in Figure 9. The directional vector is added to the
safety distance vector, and after normalization, the resulting vector is used to control
the UAV during the close inspection. Note that the velocity is trimmed according to the
UAV limitations.

Point Cloud
Centroid on plane

Tangential plane on covariance form
Covariance eigenvectors

Safety distance vector

Velocity control vector

e

Figure 9. Blade close inspection procedure after obtaining wind turbine model estimation.

3. Results

Offshore wind farms are typically installed in remote areas with restricted access due
to unpredictable marine conditions, safety protocols, and transportation logistics. These
are fundamental to planning and preparing for the real inspection operation and using the
available time efficiently to obtain reliable data. For these reasons, it is crucial to find a
strategy to test these algorithms in a controlled and safe environment, minimizing the cost
of logistics and possible vehicle damage.

The tests were divided into two stages. In the first one, a simulation environment
was used to adopt and improve new approaches, perform preliminary evaluations, and
enhance the knowledge of real-scenario operations. After several simulation tests on
different configurations, the next step was gaining confidence in the method by testing it
with a real UAV. For this, an augmented reality (AR) framework was implemented, utilizing
the UAV in a real-world environment and a simulated offshore wind turbine on the scene.

3.1. Simulation Environment

In light of the inherent challenges associated with inspection operations for wind
turbines, whether situated on land or at sea, the development of a simulation environment
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represents an essential piece of this research. In alignment with the prevailing state-of-
the-art and the vehicles’ system architecture, outlined in reference [5], this wind farm
framework must fulfill the following criteria.

In offshore scenarios, wind turbines are exposed to degradation from a multitude
of factors, resulting in the deterioration of both above-sea and underwater components.
Consequently, the new simulation environment must be capable of integrating both aerial
and underwater scenarios. In addition to incorporating physics, customizable robots, and
good computational efficiency, this framework must be compatible with real vehicles,
facilitating the transition between simulation and real-world operations.

The simulation framework was developed based on the Gazebo simulator, integrat-
ing ROS middleware with multiple sensors, such as cameras, LIDAR, radar, sonar, and
various autonomous vehicles. Combining Gazebo simulation capabilities with the work
performed in [111], where the authors included more realistic underwater scenarios, the
new simulation framework was specially designed for aerial, surface, and underwater
robots, providing a more realistic offshore wind farm, floating and wind effects, and the
included hydrodynamic and hydrostatic forces. This structure allows for the development
of new strategies and the implementation of learning techniques to perform intelligent
inspections on offshore wind farms with similar environmental conditions. The actual
simulation design, shown in Figure 10, comprises three wind turbines distributed in differ-
ent directions and orientations (for the nacelle and blades). However, this configuration
can be adapted to the real wind farm, promoting invariant dependency on the state of the
wind turbine.

Figure 10. First-stage simulation environment for testing UAV offshore inspection algorithms.

This framework includes a full-size REpower 5M offshore structure in a monopile
foundation for the wind turbines. This model presents five degrees of freedom to adjust
the blade’s pitch angle, nacelle orientation, and rotor position/speed, and it can be easily
controlled through a ROS publisher. To increase the realism of an offshore scenario, each
WT can be defined as fixed, floating, or even mimicking the movement of an actual wind
turbine, using the motion data from a real structure. Additionally, since the used model
is composed of independent elements (three blades, rotor, nacelle, and tower) it is also
possible to modify each 3D part to exhibit fatigue signs, making this more suitable and
reliable for performing the first experimental evaluations (Figure 11).
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Figure 11. (Left) REpower 5M offshore structure in a monopile foundation. (Right top) Joint axis
representation. (Right bottom) Simulated rust and delamination on the WTB.

For the UAV, instead of modeling the real vehicle, and since this method only depends
on the payload sensors, the PX4 Iris quad-rotor was redesigned to integrate a 3D LiDAR
and a visual camera, as illustrated in Figure 12. These additional sensors were configured
and placed precisely like in the real UAV [5].

Figure 12. PX4 Iris model equipped with a simulated Velodyne VLP-16 LiDAR, on the bottom, and a
2MP visual camera, on the front.

Discussion

The first experimental tests were carried out in the simulation environment presented
before to validate the implementation and identify the limitations. This framework was
used to test and tune the algorithm’s final parameters and gain confidence to perform
inspection operations in a real environment.

In the first stage, the simulation scenario consisted of an offshore wind farm with three
static wind turbines, one boat, and the UAV, as shown in Figure 10. Each wind turbine
presents a slightly different challenge.

For the first one, a simpler configuration was used, where the WT was aligned with
the UAV and the blades were positioned in a horizontal Y shape, promoting optimal drone
navigation without occlusions or yaw adjustments. This scenario served as a baseline for
validating and tuning the algorithm. For testing the yaw alignment step, the second WT
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was remodeled with the same blade configuration but with a different angle for the nacelle,
promoting the alignment maneuver.

Lastely, to improve the occlusion limitations, the third wind turbine was configured
in a Y shape. With one of its blades in a vertical position, the tower point cloud cluster
gradually disappears as the drone follows the tower, leading to errors in height estimation.

Figure 13 illustrates the 3D point cloud mapping obtained after the autonomous
inspection procedure and the respective wind turbine model estimation. This allows for
validating the concept of this methodology and identifying the main flaws of LiDAR-based
approaches. After the validation of the algorithm, the second stage was to identify the
metrics’ accuracy, find the limits, and obtain the success rate, as shown in Table 1. For
these tests, multiple nacelle orientations (—40° to 40°) were combined with various blade
positions (0° to 90°) to calculate the error of the estimated parameters, as illustrated in
Figure 14.

Figure 13. LiDAR 3D reconstruction from an autonomous inspection operation performed on a

simulation framework in three different blade configurations.

Based on the results in Table 1, the modeling algorithm showed good versatility for
different configurations, and the UAV was able to complete the autonomous inspection in-
dependently of the nacelle and blade configuration, even when the model presented higher
angular errors. However, it is important to analyze and describe the minor differences
highlighted in the results table.

Starting with the tower position estimation, since this is the most extended structure
with an almost perfect cylinder shape (dependent on the wind turbine model), it is evident
that this parameter is independent of the yaw orientation and blade position. It is expected
that errors in this parameter are almost the same around the different configurations, as
reflected in the results. For the tower height, despite the results showing invariance to the
blade and nacelle configuration, this parameter is highly dependent on the occlusion of the
blades. For this reason, two-stage height and yaw estimation was implemented, improving
both occlusions and estimation.
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Figure 14. Blade and nacelle configurations used to validate the algorithm’s accuracy.(a) Blade
configurations with the WT blade at the starting position of 0°. (b) Nacelle configurations with the
WT nacelle oriented at the starting position of 0°.

Table 1. Modeling accuracy results. The orange colour highlights the results where the yaw estimation
is the more accurate, occurring when the nacelle cluster conducts the estimation. In grey, is highlighted
the worst tower occlusion case and the yellow represents the blade angle limitation, where their
cluster are smaller.

Model Configuration Algorithm Estimation
Blade Angle °) WT Orientation (°) Tower Position (m) Tower Height (m) Yaw (°) Blade Angle (°)
u o u I u o u o

—40 0.091 0.049 0.332 0.036 4987 0.189 8.585 0.440

—20 0.152 0.111 0.174 0.085 4545 0443 7524 0420

0 0 0.304 0.024 0.334 0.065 4378 0329 2599  0.051
20 0.493 0.088 0.343 0.140 5643 0257 3992 0412

40 0.574 0.051 0.035 0.017 4809 0292 7347  0.100

—40 0.295 0.174 0.094 0.149 1.863 1.418 9.154 0.113

—20 0.351 0.186 0.111 0.184 4976 1933 9.850  0.095

30 0 0.539 0.141 0.119 0.016 9.204 0.650 5217  0.367
20 0.305 0.153 0.062 0.136 —8.443 2.679 0.433 0.057

40 0.338 0.145 0.436 0.192 0.811 1.051 3555  0.081

—40 0.459 0.145 0.568 0.180 10.146  0.330 12.017  0.049

—20 0.184 0.259 0.088 0.062 8258 0412 10427 0.627

60 0 0.161 0.086 0.049 0.137 8238 0339 4.094 0.072
20 0.228 0.151 2.155 0.147 8312 0.219 7.595 0.094

40 0.176 0.093 0.274 0.085 7267 0521 12.825 0.612

—40 0.681 0.137 0.349 0.137 2108 0378 12983 0.387

-20 0.479 0.074 0.160 0.113 6.459 1.702 11.477 0.220

90 0 0437 0.253 0.168 0.093 4561 0924 8502 0.070
20 0.440 0.174 3.250 1.070 6.658  2.259  4.042 0.261

40 0.374 0.148 0.249 0.096 0.685 0.226 12.071 0.135

Regarding yaw estimation, the typical yaw error was approximately 5 degrees. How-
ever, it is important to emphasize the results highlighted in orange. Since this method
relies on line approximation from the blade and nacelle points, in most situations, the
yaw estimation is calculated based on the most visible WT component, the blade points,
which are not perpendicular to the nacelle orientation (Figure 14b). However, in specific
configurations, where the UAV’s relative pose allows for no nacelle occlusion, highlighted
in orange, the alignment process is performed mainly by the nacelle points, obtaining better
yaw prediction.
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For the blade position estimation, this error generally increases with the yaw angle, so
even for the Y and inverted Y configuration highlighted in yellow, the error is higher than
expected. This occurs because the blade clusters are shorter and smaller, leading to higher
angular errors.

One of the main limitations of the algorithm is the occlusion of the WT tower, since the
method is highly dependent on detecting first the WT tower to find the rotor and blades.
This limitation depends on many factors, like the relative pose between the UAV and the
WT, and even the blade’s positions. However, the most critical scenario is the Y blade
configuration with a 0-degree nacelle orientation, where the vertical blade occludes a large
area of the WT tower; the scenario highlighted in gray.

This limitation was overcome with the two-stage height and yaw estimation. After
the first height and yaw estimation, the UAV will double-check the height parameter, and
in case more WT tower points are detected, the algorithm repeats the height and yaw
estimation one more time. This only happens in cases with perfect alignment. However,
this limitation could represent a problem for WTs with conical-shaped towers, where the
base of the blade is more significant than the tower radius at the top.

The last tests introduced angular (roll and pitch) and vertical motion to the wind
turbine, simulating the oscillation of a floating structure. In the real world, marine con-
ditions are classified based on the Beaufort scale, which correlates the wind speed and
the wave height to determine the safety of ocean operations. For towing and deploying
other vehicles into the water, Beaufort number 4 is the recommended condition, which
represents winds between 5.5 and 7.9 m/s, waves of 1 to 2 m in height, and periods between
4 and 5s[112].

Since there are no data correlating the Beaufort scale and OWT oscillations, the worst
scenario was assumed, where the WT was represented by a light, floating structure that
follows the ocean movements. Therefore, based on these, the tests were divided into
three difficulties. The first level, “slow”, tries to mimic optimal offshore conditions with
low-frequency oscillations and amplitudes, as shown in Equation (1). At the “medium”
level, the amplitudes were increased by 1.5 times, maintaining the same frequencies, while
in the final stage, both amplitude and frequencies were multiplied by 1.5 relative to the
original “slow” level. The obtained results are detailed in Table 2.

z = sin(2m x 0.15¢) m
roll =2 x sin(2mwr x 0.2t) ° (1)
pitch = sin(2m x 0.25¢t)  °

Based on these results, the “slow” level shows that the algorithm can follow the
WT blades even with motion, maintaining a safe distance simultaneously. In the next
level, “medium”, increasing the amplitude increases the motion variation, which in some
situations leads to wrong estimations (third run) or even makes the UAV chase the WT
back and forward, reaching the maximum allowed time to estimate the WT model, shown
in orange. Additionally, in the third run, the method showed again that the model does not
need to be point accurate to perform the autonomous inspection.

In the “medium” and “high” stages, the algorithm shows some limitations. Increasing
the amplitude reflects a wind turbine with greater oscillations, meaning the 3D motions
are larger, increasing the variation in the measured clusters. In some situations (fifth run),
while maintaining a safe distance, the algorithm starts losing track of the WT components,
and the model estimation fails. In the other experiments (first to fourth runs), even with
high error on yaw estimation, the method was able to complete the inspection with success,
showing one more time that the model does not need to be point accurate to perform the
autonomous inspection.



Drones 2024, 8, 617

21 of 30

Table 2. Modeling and inspection results on a floating WT. The highlighted cells emphasise the failed tries, identifying the problems that occur.

1st Run 2nd Run 3rd Run 4th Run 5th Run Total Success Rate
Model Inspection Model Inspection Model Inspection Model Inspection Inspection Model Inspection
Slow Success Success Success Success Success Success Success Success Success 100.00% 100.00%
Medi
.e fum Success Success Success Success Bad yaw Success Success Success Fail 60.00% 80.00%
(Amplitude *1.5) estimation
High
(Amplitude *1.5)  Success Unfinished Success Success Bad blade Fail Unfinished Fail Unfinished 60.00% 20.00%
(Frequency * 1.5) inspection estimation height inspection
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Increasing both the amplitude and frequency proved that for a high motion rate, the
“high” stage, the UAV cannot perform the inspection. Since the WT is moving more and
faster, only 20% of the tries the vehicle are capable of finishing the inspection task. To
provide safe and smooth maneuvering, the vehicle’s maximum velocities and accelerations
are restricted. When combining this limitation with a faster WT scenario, the drone is not
able to progress, staying in a loop of maintaining the distance while following the blade
edge moving back and forward. In some situations, the inspection mission fails due to bad
estimation, but most of the time, the drone becomes blocked while moving behind the WT.
Even with the correct model prediction, the UAV could not pass from the first WT blade,
wasting 90% of the time maintaining the safe distance from the blade tip.

Note that these two experiments represent motion variations between 10 and 15 m on
the WT rotor, which expresses extreme maritime conditions.

3.2. Mixed-Environment

After several simulation tests on different configurations, the next step was gaining
confidence in the method and testing it on a real UAV.

To prevent losing valuable sensors and avoid the logistic complexity of performing
a land or offshore inspection operation, we developed an augmented framework, pre-
sented in Figure 15, that uses the STORK Il UAV in a safe environment inside a simulated
OWEF scenario.

STORK II GROUND STATION
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AUTOPILOT \
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N
r_,\ >£ Iris Model Update J
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[LIDAR] [Turbine]

New Point Cloud
Data

Base Station
Correction

UAV Pose

UAV Pose

Wind Turbine

Inspection

pipeline
Figure 15. Augmented reality framework.
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For the virtual part, we used an empty Gazebo world with a single wind turbine and a
PX4 Iris model equipped only with a LIDAR. Here, the UAV model is only used for visual
collision simulation, mimicking the real UAV motion. At the same time, LIDAR will be
responsible for detecting the virtual WT and transcoding to the real world.

In STORK 11, autopilot is used for the low-level control and navigation estimation,
combining the IMU data with RTK GPS. At the same time, the CPU performs high-level
control, including the wind turbine inspection.

This configuration enables the direct conversion of the movement of the real-world
vehicle to the simulation environment, which will result in new point cloud data for the
virtual wind turbine. These data are then collected and processed by the STORK II CPU,
which runs the inspection pipeline, outputting velocity commands to autonomously control
the vehicle in a virtual inspection operation.
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Discussion

The validation test occurred in an open area near a football court, with average wind
speeds of 18.5 km/h. As Figure 16 illustrates, the autonomous mission was successfully
executed, where the blue line represents the UAV trajectory in autonomous mode, which
took 8 min and 10 s, while the red line represents the manual mode. Here, it is possible to
observe that STORK II followed the simulated wind turbine, concluding that this method
is ready to be tested on an actual wind turbine.

Figure 16 demonstrates that the autonomous mission was accomplished successfully.
The blue line denotes the autonomous inspection, which took 8 min and 10 s, whereas the
red line depicts the manually controlled trajectory. It is evident that STORK II accurately
tracked the simulated wind turbine, indicating that the proposed approach is prepared for
the real scenario. For the power consumption, this system used an average of 369 kW /h
during the inspection, which represents 75% of the total battery capacity.

Figure 16 demonstrates that the autonomous mission was accomplished successfully.
The blue trajectory represents the UAV’s path in autonomous mode, and the red trajectory
represents the manual mode. It is evident that STORK II closely followed the simulated
wind turbine, indicating that the method is adequately prepared for testing on an actual
wind turbine.

iy
< ltum
y

Figure 16. Trajectory output of the simulated wind turbine in a real environment. The blue line
shows the UAV trajectory during the autonomous inspection, while the red line represents the
operator’s control.

4. Conclusions

This paper focused on developing a LIDAR-based algorithm capable of modeling and
autonomously inspecting wind turbines, especially in offshore environments. Its perfor-
mance was evaluated with two validation steps, one with a simulation framework and
the other with an augmented reality methodology. The presented simulation environment
poses a series of scientific challenges concerning offshore WT inspection operations. These
challenges take the form of floating platforms, wind gusts, and wind turbine blade faults.
Both the simulation and mixed environment results demonstrated the robustness and
versatility of the proposed method, which could be further improved by testing it under
onshore and offshore wind farm scenarios.

In the static simulation tests, the algorithm showed high independence from the WT
configuration, where the UAV could extract the WT model and closely inspect the blades
while maintaining a safe distance without human interaction. Its major limitation was the
tower occlusion, partially solved by the two-stage height and yaw estimation. After the
injtial prediction, the algorithm searches for new tower points, updating those parameters
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if necessary. However, this procedure must be validated in real scenarios with different
WT shapes.

Regarding the floating test results, the proposed pipeline proved to be very flexible
and adaptive to oscillated structures. Even with some poor modeling predictions, the UAV
completed the full inspection safely. Nonetheless, increasing the oscillation amplitude
and frequency was crucial to identifying the algorithm’s limitations in highly dynamic
scenarios. In the modeling part, the algorithm depends on the WT tower height estimation
to proceed with the rotor and blade calculation, so with high oscillations, the UAV became
stuck chasing the tower. The same problem occurred in the inspection tasks, where the UAV
could not reach the WT blade tip. A possible way to deal with this problem is to implement
a motion estimation strategy to predict the movement of the WT and adapt based on
this prediction rather than being reactive based on current point cloud data. This could
be unnecessary, since inspection procedures must occur under suitable environmental
conditions, each representing lower oscillations.

Although the algorithm’s concept was validated with the available framework, it
still needs to be validated under different conditions, combining land and offshore WT
structures. Furthermore, there is a margin for improving both the efficiency and mission
time of the autonomous operation. Given that the main goal is to autonomously guide
a UAV to closely observe the WT blade’s surface and collect data for analysis, instead of
waiting for the full model prediction to start the mission, the algorithm could be redefined
to command the close inspection as soon as a blade cluster is observed. Since following the
WT blade will lead to the center of the WT rotor, with this strategy, the method performs
both prediction and close inspection at the same time.

Another improvement is related to the algorithm pipelines. In the current implemen-
tation, we developed a series workflow in which the perception pipeline first organizes
the point cloud into clusters, then the modeling block analyzes and classifies the output.
Finally, based on the model’s progression, the inspection pipeline takes the decision to
control the UAV. To improve the efficiency of this workflow, perception and modeling could
be redesigned to work in parallel.

Regarding the battery life of the vehicle, most of the tests were carried out in a
simulation environment using a completely different drone compared to the real vehicle.
Although the simulation was able to integrate weather factors identical to real ones, such as
wind and sea oscillations, flight time and energy consumption will always be a factor that
is highly dependent on the system, i.e., vehicle weight, aerodynamics, battery life, wind
and gusts, and air density, among others.

Since wind blade offshore inspection is an ongoing project, WT access is still very
restricted, especially for those installed offshore, where their construction is still behind
schedule. Given this limitation, our next goal is to find on-land wind turbines that are
available for testing the proposed implementation to validate the energy consumption,
efficiency, and robustness of the maneuver, as well as to identify new limitations that may
exist in a real scenario. Finally, our main research goal is to develop a deep reinforcement
learning (DRL) framework for offshore wind turbine inspection with adaptive behavior.
Analyzing the different UAV DRL implementations, our target is to evaluate and adapt
novel continuous action space algorithms for wind turbine inspection applications.
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Abbreviations

The following abbreviations are used in this manuscript:

2D Two-Dimensional

3D Three-Dimensional

AR Augmented Reality

CBM Condition-Based Maintenance
CNN Convolutional Neural Network
CPU Central Processing Unit

DL Deep Learning

DRL Deep Reinforcement Learning
EKF Extended Kalman Filter

FCN Fully Convolutional Network
GPS Global Positioning System
IMU Inertial Measurement Unit
INESC TEC Institute for Systems and Computer Engineering, Technology and Science
IR Infrared

LiDAR Light Detection And Ranging
ML Machine Learning

NDT Non-Destructive Testing
O&M Operations and Maintenance
OWF Offshore Wind Farm

OWT Offshore Wind Turbine

PdM Predictive Maintenance

PM Preventive Maintenance

PnP Perspective-n-Point

R-CNN Region-based Convolutional Neural Network
RTK Real-Time Kinematic

SHM Structural Health Monitoring
UAV Unmanned Aerial Vehicle

WF Wind Farm

WTB Wind Turbine Blade

WT Wind Turbine

YOLO You Only Look Once
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