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[57] ABSTRACT 

A mobile robot or automatic guided vehicle having a 
multijointed robot arm. The robot arm has a gripper 
and charge coupled device camera mounted at the free 
end of the arm. The gripper is for engaging, holding and 
releasing workpieces. The robot arm transfers work­
pieces to and from process machines or storage areas. 
The robot arm finds the workpiece or the place to set it 
down by looking at two light emitting diodes placed a 
known distance and orientation away from the work­
piece or set down place. The robot arm and camera are 
controlled by a computer on board the vehicle. The 
automatic guided vehicle and robot arm are used to 
transfer workpieces from place to place in an automated 
manufacturing environment. 

1 Claim, 6 Drawing Sheets 
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MOBILE ROBOT ON-BOARD VISION SYSTEM 
During a workpiece transfer sequence, the robot arm 

is guided with high precision to a workpiece nest, from 
which a workpiece is picked up or deposited, which­
ever the case may be. The high accuracy is achieved by This application is a continuation of Ser. No. 

07/326,465 filed Mar. 17, 1989, now abandoned, which 
was a continuation of Ser. No. 07/191,834 filed May 9, 
1988, now abandoned, which was a continuation of Ser. 
No. 06/909,737 filed Sep. 19, 1986, now abandoned. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

5 use of the CCD camera, which provides visual informa­
tion to the AGV computer about the position of the 
beacons with respect to the gripper end of the robot 
arm. This aspect of the invention is advantageous over 
prior art techniques in that the CCD camera being used 

1. FIELD OF THE INVENTION 
This invention pertains to mobile robots or automatic 

guided vehicles (AGVs) and more particularly, to com­
puter control and processing of visual images from a 
CCD camera in a computer controlled robotic arm. 

to as a guidance sensor is located adjacent to the gripper, 
giving a greatly expanded scale of view of the beacons 
with respect to the gripper. Also, because the camera is 
fixed in the gripper coordinate system, the camera al­
ways points in the same direction relative to the gripper, 

2. DESCRIPTION OF THE RELATED ART 
15 no matter how the gripper end of the robot arm is tilted 

or rotated. Thus, the targeted beacons can always be 
kept in view as the gripper moves toward the work­
piece nest. This high degree of manipulative accuracy 

Present day assembly processes, such as automated 
flexible manufacturing systems or cells for manufactur­
ing small, delicate parts such as integrated circuits, 
require that accurate .workpiece transfer takes place 20 
between an automatic guided vehicle (hereinafter, 
AGV) and an assembly or process machine, or a work­
piece storage location. The problem is highlighted in 
those systems in which fully automatic operation with­
out human intervention is desired to complete the work- 25 

piece transfer. Typically, present day material handling 
systems require a high degree of docking or parking 
accuracy for such workpieces to be transferred success-
fully without human assistance. 

30 Particularly where small workpieces are involved, 
the typical AGV is not able to ascertain the precise 
location of a workpiece prior to transferring it automati­
cally between the AGV and a process machine or stor-
age location. 35 

Also desirable for successful workpiece transfer is for 
the presence or absence of a workpiece to be detectable. 
That is, if there is no workpiece at a process machine, 
that fact should be ascertainable automatically. 

Related to the problem of accurate workpiece trans- 40 
fer is the task of ensuring accurate parking of an AGV. 
Often, stops or cone shaped devices are used for me­
chanically guiding an AGV into a docking or parking 
position. These mechanical devices present the disad­
vantages of vibrating theAGV and of finding a suitable 45 
place in which to locate and mount them. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

allows the robot arm to transfer very small parts, such 
as are associated with integrated circuit manufacture. 
Fully automatic parts transfer is, therefore, possible 
without necessity of human assistance. 

Because the robot arm gripper end can be accurately 
positioned anywhere within the reach of the arm, the 
AGV docking accuracy requirements correspondingly 
can be less. This is advantageous over prior art systems 
in which an AGV must be positioned with greater accu­
racy to effect successful load transfers. Not only is 
greater parking accuracy more difficult to achieve tech­
nically, but it is more expensive as well, since costlier 
guidance equipment must be used. 

One of the embodiments of the invention includes a 
beacon located in the workpiece nest. From the per­
spective of the CCD camera in the robot arm, the view 
of the beacon is blocked when a workpiece is present in 
the workpiece nest, and is not blocked when a work-
piece is not present. Thus, the control computer can 
determine whether or not a workpiece 'is present in the 
nest. This feature prevents one workpiece from being 
placed upon another already in the nest, and prevents 
the AGV from attempting to pick up a workpiece 
which is not there. The task of material tracking is 
simplified as well, since the control computer can in­
form a supervisory computer that a workpiece is al­
ready at the designated process machine or that an 
expected workpiece is not there. 

Another embodiment of the invention utilizes the 
robot arm and CCD camera to achieve greater parking 

The present invention provides for a CCD camera accuracy than may be obtainable from the primary 
mounted on the gripper end of a flexible, workpiece- 50 navigation system. In this embodiment, the computer 
manipulating, robot arm, which is in turn mounted upon on board the AGV responsible for navigation receives 
an AGV or mobile robot. The gripper end of the robot data from the control computer. When the AGV gets 
arm includes a computer controllable gripper for grasp- within robot arm's length of the expected position of the 
ing and releasing workpieces. The camera is rigidly desired parking location, the robot arm and camera 
mounted adjacent to the gripper and has fixed coordi- 55 search for the locating beacons on the process machine 
nates in the gripper coordinate system, or frame of or other parking place and when they are found, the 
reference. The invention also provides for at least two AGV navigation computer is able to determine with 
active or passive locating beacons in known positions precision the AGV location with respect to the desired 
with respect to the workpiece nest on a process ma- parking place. The guidance system then can accurately 
chine. The beacons are detected by the camera and the 60 bring the AGV into the desired parking position. 
visual information is then sent to a control computer on In a further embodiment, the robot arm is used to 
board the AGV, which processes the information and press a switch located on a process machine, to inform 
guides the robot arm in picking up or depositing work- the process machine that a workpiece transfer is de-
pieces. The visual information also can be used to guide sired. A beacon is located near the switch and is for 
the robot arm in pushing a switch located on the process 65 indicating the location of the switch to the CCD camera 
machine, for the purpose of letting the process machine which, in cooperation with the control computer, 
know that the AGV is ready to load or unload a work- guides the gripper end of the robot arm into sufficiently 
piece. forceful contact with the switch to trip it. This beacon 
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4 
also is useful for signaling to the AGV as a part of a 
handshaking sequence. 

One of the advantages of the invention is in providing 
a single structure, namely, the robot arm and CCD 
camera, to effect more than one of the above features of 
the-invention. 

A further advantage to using the CCD camera is its 
small size and weight, which is an important consider­
ation when, as here, the camera is mounted upon the 
robot arm. 

. These and other objects and advantages of the inven­
tion will be apparent from a reading of the specification 
in conjunction with the figures. 

21, 22 and 23. Joint 23 is a swivel joint which allows the 
robot arm gripper end 2 to rotate about its axis. 

Turning now to FIG. 2, an AGV 12 is shown upon 
which is mounted a robot arm 4 with a workpiece 11 

5 held by the gripper fingers 6. The robot arm 4 and 
workpiece are shown in a position in which the robot 
arm can either deposit the workpiece by moving the 
gripper fingers 6 apart, or remove the workpiece by 
moving the fingers 6 together and retracting the robot 

IO arm toward the AGV 12. To deposit the workpiece 
requires spreading the fingers 6 until both of the the 
workpiece sensors 10 indicate to the control computer 
24 that they no longer detect the presence of the work­
piece 11. Similarly, removing the workpiece 11 from 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE ORA WINGS 15 the process machine 13 requires that the fingers 6 be 
FIG. 1 is a perspective view showing the gripper end moved toward each other a sufficient distance to cause 

of the robot arm with the CCD camera mounted just both workpiece sensors 10 to detect the presence of the 
bo h · d h · k · d workpiece a vet e gnpper, an s owmg a wor piece nest an R fi . · b k FIG 

1 
• fl f bea 

beacons on a process machine. . e er~g ac . to . ' a pa1r o oca mg cons 
FIG. 2 is a side view showing an AGV with its robot 20 14 1s pos1t1oned m the up~er surface 15 of the pro~ess 

• • . . machme 13 near a workpiece nest 16. The workpiece arm mampulatmg a workpiece on a process machme. . ' . . . . 
FIG 3 · t I I bl k d" nest 16 1s for holdmg a workpiece while operations are . 1s a sys em eve oc 1agram. . • b h h" Th t • . . . . . . earned out upon It y t e process mac me. e wo 
FIG. 4 1s a block diagram 11lustratmg the v1s1on cah- 1 . b 14 fi bl · f 1· ht emi·t b · d ocatmg eacons pre era y are a pair o 1g -

raFtlmGn m5 ? eb. I k d' . .11 . h h d 25 ting diodes (LEDs) and are detectable by the CCD . 1s a oc 1agram I ustratmg t e teac mo e. 
1 

FIG. 6 is a block diagram illustrating the playback ca~:::r the locating beacons 14 have been detected by 
mode. . . . . . the CCD camera 1, the control computer 24 processes 

FIG. 7 1s a block diagram 11lustratmg the subroutme the visual information from the camera 1, and from it 
used ~Y the teach and playback modes to calculate 30 determines positions of the locating beacons 14 with 
centroids. . . . respect to the robot arm. The control computer 24 has 

J:IG. 8 shows the wmdows used m calculatmg cen- stored in its memory the expected position of the work-
troids. . . . . piece nest with respect to the locating beacons, thus, 

FIG. 9 1s a block diagram 1llustratmg the hand_shake after the control computer 24 knows the position of the 
~e~~ence bet"'.een an AGV and a process machme to 35 locating beacons with respect to the robot arm, it is 
1mt1ate work~1ece transfer between the AGV and the simple geometry to calculate the position of the work-
process ma_chme. . . . piece nest with respect to the robot arm. With the posi-

FIG. 10 1s a block diagram 11lustratmg the hand~hake tion of the workpiece nest relative to the robot arm 4 
sequence _bet'."'een an AG"'. and a process machme at known, the control computer 24 knows with great pre-
the termmat10n of workpiece transfer between the 40 cision where to direct the robot arm in order to deposit 
AGV and the process machine. or remove workpieces from the process machine 13. 

FIG. 11 is a block diagram showing the control com- One embodiment of the invention includes a nest 
puter, CCD camera and robot arm. beacon 17 located within a workpiece nest 16 as shown 

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENTS 

in FIG. 1. Preferably, this beacon also is an LED. The 
45 nest beacon 17 is visible to the CCD camera 1 when a 

workpiece is not present in the nest, and the nest beacon 
As seen in FIG. 1, a charge coupled device (CCD) is not visible when the workpiece is in the nest. Conse-

camera 1 is mounted upon a robot arm gripper end 2. A quently, prior to beginning a load/unload sequence, the 
vision cable 3 extends from the CCD camera back along control computer 24 can quickly determine whether or 
the robot arm 4 to a general purpose computer (referred 50 not a workpiece is already present in the nest by direct-
to herein as the control computer 24, shown in FIG. 11) ing the robot arm to train the CCD camera 1 on the 
via interface circuitry 25 well known in the art. The expected position of the nest. 
robot arm 4 is connected to the control computer 24 via Another embodiment of the invention includes a 
interface circuitry 25, as shown in FIG. 11. Also pushbutton switch 18 and closely adjacent switch bea-
mounted upon the robot arm gripper end 2, immedi- 55 con 19, both mounted on the upper surface 15 of the 
ately subjacent to the CCD camera 1, is a gripper as- process machine 13, as shown in FIG. 1. Preferably, the 
sembly 5 which includes opposing gripper fmgers 6. switch beacon 19 is an LED. Ideally, the process ma-
The gripper fingers 6 are slidably mounted in an actua- chine 13 is computer controlled, and the switch beacon 
tion box 7 in which there is a motor controlled by the 19 and pushbutton switch 18 are used for positive hand-
control computer 24 to actuate a set of gears to slidably 60 shaking between the AGV and process machine by 
move simultaneously the fmgers 6 together or apart, in pressing the switch with the robot arm gripper assembly 
the direction of the arrows 8 or 9 respectively on each 5 and monitoring the on/off condition of the beacon 
fmger 6 is workpiece sensor 10 to sense the presence or with the CCD camera 1. 
absence of a workpiece, such as the workpiece 11 The control computer 24 locates the pushbutton 
shown in FIG. 2. Preferably, the sensors 10 are well 65 switch 18 by finding the switch beacon 19 with the 
known optical sensors or proximity detectors. CCD camera 1. The gripper assembly 5 is sufficiently, 

As seen in FIG. 2, the robot arm 4 is multijointed large and the pushbutton switch 18 close enough to the 
which gives it great flexibility. Joints can be seen at 20, switch beacon 19 to allow the control computer simply 
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6 
to direct the gripper assembly toward the switch bea­
con and be assured of coming into contact with the 
pushbutton switch. 

Returning to FIG. 3, the human operator decides at 
104 whether or not to enter the teach mode 105. The 
purpose of the teach mode 105 is to find and store in the 
control computer 24 memory, the AGV base coordi-It is obvious that infrared (IR) LEDs could be used to 

perform the handshake sequence rather than using the 
LED/pushbutton-switch combination. In a similar vein, 
IR LEDs; or any other wavelength, could be used for 
all the beacons. IR is attractive since it is well known 
that typical CCD cameras are most sensitive to IR 
wavelengths, however, LEDs in the visible spectrum 
are preferred since it is easier to spot malfunctioning 
units. 

5 nates of each beacon, and the x, y and theta offsets for 
the workpiece nests, for each of the different logical 
process machine layouts of beacons and workpiece nest. 
Theta is an angle measured from a line parallel to the 
x-axis in the x-y plane. As an example, in a flexible 

It is obvious that the locating beacons 14 can also be 
provided for storage locations as well as for the process­
ing locations on the process machines. Thus, the AGV 
could store and retrieve parts from storage. 

IO manufacturing cell with ten process machines, there 
may be only three logical layouts involved. That is, 
more than one machine will have the same arrangement 
of beacons and workpiece nest with the same geometri­
cal spacings and angles between the respective beacons 

SYSTEM OPERATION 

15 and workpiece nest. Some of these logical layouts will 
have a pushbutton switch 18 associated with one of the 
beacons 19, and one embodiment of the invention in­
cludes a nest beacon 17 inside each workpiece nest 16. 

Turning now to FIG. 3, an overall system view of the 
AGV workpiece transfer system is shown. After the 20 

AGV powers up at 100, the control computer 24 trans­
fers from bubble memory, or other nonvolatile mass 
storage, the software necessary to run the AGV work­
piece transfer system, as seen at 101. At 102 the decision 

25 is made by a human operator whether or not to calibrate 
the vision system. If the vision system has never been 
calibrated or if recalibration is required due to anything 
which could have caused rotation of the x-y plane of the 
CCD camera coordinate system about the optical axis 30 
of the CCD camera 1, then the operator will choose to 
calibrate the vision system at 103. 

The vision calibration mode is illustrated in FIG. 4. 
The purpose of this mode is to find the relationship 
between the CCD camera x-y coordinate system and 35 
the gripper x-y coordinate system. The two x-y planes 
can be made parallel by mechanical alignment, how­
ever, it is more difficult to mechanically rotate the cam­
era 1 to make sure that the two x-axes are parallel and 
the two y-axes are parallel. Thus, any rotational angle 40 
between the two sets of axes is found by the vision 
calibration mode 103, and coordinates of objects seen 
by the CCD camera 1 are adjusted mathematically by 
the control computer 24 to be in terms of the gripper 
coordinate system. Because both the camera 1 and grip- 45 
per assembly 5 are mounted on the same structure (the 
robot arm gripper end 2), the relationship between the 
two coordinate systems remains fixed as long as none of 
the component parts of the gripper assembly or CCD 
camera are changed or otherwise disturbed. 50 

The overall frame of reference for the AGV work­
piece transfer system is the AGV base coordinate sys­
tem, and it is in this coordinate system that the control 
computer 24 works when it calculates the positions of 
the various structures, e.g., workpiece nest 16, located 55 
on the process machine 13. Therefore, the coordinates 
of objects detected by the CCD camera 1 must eventu­
ally be put in terms of the base coordinate system. The 
mechanical geometry of the robot arm is well known to 
the control computer 24, so, the coordinates of objects 60 
in the gripper coordinate system can be mathematically 
transformed by the control by determining in vision 
calibration mode 103 the mathematical relationship 
between the CCD camera coordinate system and the 
gripper coordinate system, the control computer 24 can 65 
mathematically transform coordinates from the CCD 
camera coordinate system into coordinates in the AGV 
base coordinate system. 

The teach mode 105 is illustrated in FIGS. 5, 7 and 8. 
Turning again to FIG. 3, the human operator decides 

at 106 whether or not to enter the autorun mode 107. 
The autorun mode is the working mode for the AGV 
workpiece transfer system in which the AGV is trans­
ferring workpieces to and from various process ma­
chines or storage locations. The autorun mode is illus­
trated in FIGS. 6, 7 and 8. 

FIG. 9 illustrates the handshake sequence between an 
AGV 12 and a process machine 13 which takes place 
prior to workpiece transfer. One of the purposes of the 
handshake is to inform both the AGV and the process 
machine that the other is ready to begin workpiece 
transfer. FIG. 10 illustrates the handshake sequence 
which takes place between the AGV and the process 
machine after a workpiece has been successfully trans­
ferred. One of the purposes of the ending handshake is 
to let both the AGV and process machine know that the 
workpiece transfer has concluded and each of the 
parties to the transfer can now proceed with other tasks. 
A further purpose served by both handshake sequences 
is relevant where a central computer is scheduling 
work, keeping track of material flow, and controlling 
the AGV and process machines. That purpose is that 
the central computer is informed in a positive way when 
work is, and is not, successfully started and completed. 

We claim: 
1. An automatic robot system comprising: 
an AGV transporting and transferring workpiece, 
a control computer on board the AGV, 
a process machine for working on workpieces, 
a flexible robot arm with a gripper comprising two 

gripper fingers at one end of the arm, wherein the 
robot arm and gripper are controllable by the con­
trol computer for engaging a workpiece, picking it 
up, and setting it down and releasing it at a com-
manded location, 

locating beacon means mounted on the process ma­
chine, wherein the locating beacon means are for 
locating on the process machine a place to pick up 
arid set down workpieces, 

vision means, including a camera fixed in the coordi­
nate system of the gripper means, attached to the 
robot arm near the gripper, such that the space 
between said gripper fingers lies within the vision 
field of said vision means, for detecting the locating 
beacon means, wherein the vision means provides 
the control computer visual information relating to 
the location of the locating beacon means, from 
which information the computer is able to calculate 
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the pick up and set down place on the process 
machine, wherein said place for picking up and 
setting down workpieces on the process machine is 
a nest means and further serves the function of 
holding a workpiece in place while it is worked on, 5 
the robot system further comprising nest beacon 

10 
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8 
means located in the nest means detectable by the 
vision means for providing information to the con­
trol computer as to whether or not a workpiece is 
present in the nest means. 

* * * * * 

11




