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1 Introduction

Last years have seen a worldwide lengthening of life expectancy [1] and, as a con-
sequence, an increment of advanced assistive solutions for integrated care models.
In this context, ICT can enhance home assistance services for elderly people and
thus, the economical burden for health-care institutions. Indeed, recent studies
report that 89% wish to stay at home for sentimental reasons or because they
cannot afford nursing homes [2]. In addition, the shortage of professional care-
givers is a well-known issue and relatives or friends must face with emotional
distress negatively impacting also their productivity at work [3]. In this perspec-
tive, home robots will play a crucial role. Not only they will keep their house safe
by monitoring and detecting anomalies or sources of hazards but they can also
be companions able to enhance their social life, e.g. by better connecting them
with their relatives and friends. Examples of recent projects that have tried to
develop such a kind of systems are Hobbit [4, 5], Astro [6, 7] and Giraffplus [8].
The difficulties in creating a robust and reliable prototype and the encountered
challenges in computer vision and autonomous robotics have been well-explained
in [5]. This work aims at presenting an open-source1 and practical solution for
an autonomous robotic platform for home care. The final goal is to develop a set
of artificial intelligence services for indoor autonomous and safe navigation, fall
detection, people recognition, speech interaction and telepresence. In Section 2
and 3 respectively, the prototype and the tasks currently implemented are de-
scribed. We have developed these functions in ROS: Robot Operating System [9]
which provides many algorithms and a standard communication framework. The
need for standards and open solutions have been already pointed out in [10]. Fu-
ture works are reported in Section 4: this project enables research in many fields
like scene understanding, human robot interaction, socially assistive/intelligent
robotics and sensor integration.

1 https://bitbucket.org/iaslab-unipd/orobot
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2 Hardware Configuration

Our prototype of home robot, shown in Fig. 1a, is built on top of a commercial
open-source mobile platform, the Turtlebot 22, which is already equipped with
odometry, a gyroscope, bumpers, cliff sensors, wheel drop sensors and a docking
IR receiver. Furthermore, this platform is a smart choice also because of the
available API to interface with ROS and the existence of a worldwide community
working with it. For our purposes, we have added an Hokuyo URG-04LX-UG01
2D scanning laser rangefinder and a Microsoft Kinect v2. The former is placed
at a height of 15 cm so as to easily detect low obstacles; the latter at a height of
almost 115 cm which is the best trade-off for the people detection at difference
distances. The robot control is accomplished by the Lenovo Y50-70 laptop with
Ubuntu 14.04 and ROS Indigo.

Fig. 1. a) An open source robotic platform for home care. b) The layered software
infrastructure and its main components.

3 Software and Testing

The software of our robot is entirely based on ROS. The standard robot’s task
is the complete visit of the house while registering all events around it. Such a
task has a low priority and can be preempted whenever any other web request
like a teleoperation one or a video-conference call occurs. The robot has also the
capability of autodocking, i.e. to autonomously return to the docking station for
recharging. The software architecture is characterized by the layers in Fig. 1b.
The end-user level, the highest, provides human-robot functionalities while the
middle level implements navigation and people monitoring functionalities. At
the lowest level, ROS nodes control motors, sensors and low-level behaviours
like auto-docking. Algorithm parameters can be modified online thanks to the
dynamic reconfigure offered by ROS. Each implemented functionality will be
described in the following sections.

2 http://www.turtlebot.com/
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3.1 Laser Filtering

The raw data acquired with the laser scanner is subject to many inaccuracies
due to the technology it is based on. There are issues with transparent and black
surfaces producing frequent outliers. Nonetheless, the laser scanner is the core
sensor for the navigation so the less inaccuracies occur, the better the navigation
algorithm performs. For this reason, we have adopted an interpolation filter
from the ROS packet laser filters3. The laser streams data to the raw scan ROS
topic; the filter reads, processes and finally publishes the filtered data to the
scan ROS topic. This one is subscribed by the robot functionalities. In Fig. 2a
the comparison of the same map built with the raw scan topic (left) and the
filtered one (right) is shown. In the unfiltered map we can see how the outliers
can result in extremely noisy borders. In contrast, the interpolated map shows
significant improvements.

Fig. 2. a) Comparison of the map built with the raw data from the laser scanner (left)
and the data filtered with an interpolation filter (right). b) View of the static and
dynamic maps while the robot is navigating to the goal G.

3.2 Mapping and Navigation

Building a map is a core functionality in mobile robotics. In literature this prob-
lem is known as Simultaneous Localization And Mapping (SLAM) and there
exist several implementations in ROS. For this purpose, we are exploiting the
well-known technique described in [11] and implemented in the GMapping4 ROS
package. We have tested it successfully in several natural environments (e.g., of-
fice, corridors, homes). Once we have a static map representing the environment,
a method for reaching a point maintaining the localization within the map during
the robot movement is of concern. The technique used is based on AMCL [12]
(Adaptive Monte Carlo Localization) ROS packet. This algorithm is based on
two maps: the static one and the dynamic one which is computed on-line. For
reaching a goal G (Fig. 2b), it computes a static plan from its initial position
to the goal basing the decision on the static map. After this phase, the control
of the movements of the robot passes to the dynamic map which is computed

3 http://wiki.ros.org/laser_filters
4 http://wiki.ros.org/gmapping
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in real-time. With this map, AMCL algorithm checks whether the initial plan
can be performed without collisions. In this case, the robot makes its moves
maintaining the localization inside the static map with the GMapping package.
Otherwise, the plan is modified to avoid it. If there are no possible new plans,
the robot tries to rotate around itself to see if other paths are available given
the dynamic map, otherwise it fails to reach the goal with an error which can be
caught and managed. For instance, in the coverage algorithm (see Section 3.3),
there is no guarantee that the various computed goals will be reachable without
collisions because they are computed only on the static map. For each unreach-
able goal, the coverage algorithm catches the error and the robot is sent to the
next goal in the coverage array, or to the docking station if it is the last one.

3.3 Coverage

Finding a map coverage (i.e. to visit all the map) is a sensitive problem for
different kind of robots such as automatic lawn-mower, cleaning robots and so
on. For our purposes, we use the coverage for monitoring all significant events
happening in the house. The most used algorithm in literature is the one in [13].
This algorithm decomposes the map in square cells, it computes its minimum
spanning tree and makes the robot circumnavigate it. This approach is perfect
from a theoretical point of view, but in our case the robot does not know exactly
where the obstacles are until it is close to them. Our artificial intelligence method
is based on a simpler approach and ensures a good coverage which gives an open
view of the scene to the Kinect v2. The algorithm consists of three steps:

– cell decomposition of the map: a grid is built on the map;
– marking phase: only the empty cells are kept in the matrix;
– zig-zag fashion array filling: we divide the empty cells in rows and we fill an

array with a visit in a zig-zag fashion of them. In this way, the cells of each
row are all in the coverage path, but the robot makes a smart visit of them,
by minimizing the space to be traversed.

4 Conclusions and Future Works

In this work we have developed an open-source, autonomous robot for elder care
assistance. Currently, the robot can navigate autonomously with both static
and dynamic obstacle avoidance and has been tested in different environments
like a laboratory, a home, an office and many classrooms in our department.
Furthermore, it can also perform additional tasks such as auto-docking and au-
tomatic coverage of known maps. In future, our research will be focused on the
human-robot interaction to implement on-board people detection, tracking and
re-identification modules via vision algorithms based on Kinect v2. Afterwards,
our work will be more end-user oriented developing the web reporting applica-
tion, the video-conference system and, in general, all the web-based features of
the robot.
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