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Abstract: In response to the problems of slow running speed and high error rates of traditional flight
conflict detection algorithms, in this paper, we propose a conflict detection algorithm based on the use
of a relevance vector machine. A set of symmetrical historical flight data was used as the training set
of the model, and we used the SMOTE resampling method to optimize the training set. We obtained
relatively symmetrical training data and trained it with the relevance vector machine, improving the
kernels through an intelligent algorithm. We tested this method with new symmetrical flight data.
The improved algorithm greatly improved the running speed and was able to effectively reduce the
missed alarm rate of in-flight conflict detection symmetrically, thus effectively ensuring flight safety.

Keywords: flight conflict detection; relevance vector machine; Bayesian optimization

1. Introduction

With the rapid development of civil aviation and the rapid growth in flight volumes,
ensuring flight safety has become an essential guarantee in the rapid development of
the aviation industry. Flight conflict detection is a crucial method to ensure flight safety.
According to aircraft tracking information, flight intention information and external envi-
ronmental information provided by navigation equipment are used identify flight conflicts
between two aircrafts during the conflict detection time. Two methods are mainly used to
solve the problem of flight conflict detection: the geometric method and the probability
method [1]. The geometric conflict detection method is based on the use of geometric
calculations to judge whether the aircraft has potential flight conflicts within the geometric
range of the encounter. However, the problem with this method is that the actual situation
cannot be represented by a strict geometric relationship between the aircrafts, and many
factors need to be considered, such as the influence of wind, pilot operation, and the
external environment.

As a result, the geometric conflict detection method suffers from issues including low
certainty and large error values [2]. The study of probability approaches with some fault
tolerance is growing in popularity due to the numerous issues with geometric methods
that are caused by the mistakes in flight data. Traditional probabilistic conflict detection
methods include those based on probability flow theory, complex networks, Markov
chains, game theory, and other methods [3–5]. In 2000, Prandini and others used the
probability analysis method to analyze the measurement index of complex flight trade-offs
and established a flight collision avoidance model. Almost all subsequent studies have
improved and expanded upon this model [6]. Shi Lei and others proposed a probabilistic
short-term conflict detection algorithm based on the idea of a hybrid system and position
space discretization, which uses the tracking and intention information in relation to
monitoring information to predict the short-term track of a flight based on the state-related
random linear hybrid system [7]. Daalen et al. used probability flow theory to solve
the upper probability bound of overall flight conflicts. Jacquemart et al. proposed the
simulation of aircraft motion rollout with the use of a Markov chain, and used an important
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sampling method to calculate conflict probabilities [8]. Compared with the above methods,
intelligent methods, such as support vector machines, have the advantages of strong real-
time performance, high accuracy, relatively small calculation, and small error values, so
they have become a new hot spot in flight conflict detection research [9,10].

In the research on the solution of conflict detection problems through a support vector
machine, Jiao Yuliang and others first used a support vector machine to propose the use
of the horizontal two-dimensional conflict detection method for high-altitude routes [11].
Han Dong and others used the support vector machine method to detect flight conflicts
based on an ellipsoidal protected area, and used simulation data to train the classifier in
advance to carry out efficient conflict detection suitable for low-altitude flights [12]. Wu
Minggong and others combined the support vector machine classification algorithm, the
sigmoid function, and an elliptical protected area to establish a flight conflict detection
model that can simultaneously output the conflict or lack thereof and its probability of
occurrence [13]. On this basis, Wang Ershen used the improved ID3 decision tree algorithm
to reduce the search space to a local method to screen the aircraft with potential flight
conflicts, used the random forest method to select the appropriate training set, and used
the tanh-function optimization to easily saturate the sigmoid function. A probability
map of SVM classification obtains the following results [14]: the above methods have all
been used to study flight conflict detection problems with the use of a support vector
machine, but support vector machines have many disadvantages. For example, an SVM
cannot calculate the posterior probability distribution of a sample output, an SVM is not
suitable for multi-classification problems, and SVM hyperparameters need to be obtained
through cross-validation, which is very time-consuming. Furthermore, the kernel of an
SVM must be positive and definite, whereas RVM avoids these disadvantages. Compared
to SVM, a relevance vector machine can better meet the mission needs of flight conflict
detection. In this paper, we propose a flight conflict detection method based on the use
of a relevance vector machine. Using the SMOTE resampling method to optimize the
training set, we establish an ellipsoidal protected area model, analyze historical flight data,
establish an RVM classification model, and optimize the kernel through various intelligent
algorithms, as well as comprehensively analyzing and selecting the best kernels. In terms of
the running speed, this method only takes 0.001 s to run, an extremely fast running speed.
In terms of classification accuracy, the optimized relevance vector machine model exhibits
a 20% higher accuracy than the SVM model. In terms of innovation, this study represents
the first time an RVM has been employed in flight conflict detection. In applications, by
loading the trained classifier before take-off, the flight conflict detection speed can be
effectively improved, and flight safety can thus be guaranteed.

2. Methods

Flight conflict detection is a two-classification problem, with only two results: conflict
or non-conflict. In previous studies, the excellent two-classification machine learning
algorithm of the SVM (support vector machine) was used to solve flight conflict detection
problems. Although SVM has good promotion ability and avoids the local optimum,
there are still problems such as its slow speed on the testing set and its low classification
accuracy. Compared with support vector machines, the algorithm used in this paper can
give a probabilistic output and it has the following advantages: better generalization ability,
better sparsity, more flexible kernel selection, no mandatory positive definite, and simpler
parameter settings. Conflict detection requires a high running speed, and RVM has better
sparsity than SVM, so its speed on testing sets is faster. Therefore, in this paper, we propose
a flight conflict detection method based on the use of a relevance vector machine to solve
this problem.



Symmetry 2022, 14, 1992 3 of 13

2.1. Data Preprocessing

We first obtain the current position information for the two aircrafts and the speed
vectors through the ADS-B system. The position information of the two aircrafts is
Xa = (xa, ya, za), Xb = (xb, yb, zb), and the speed vectors of the two aircrafts are
Va = (vxa, vya, vza) and Vb = (vxb, vyb, vzb). We extract the feature quantity, reduce
the sample dimension, and obtain the sample information X = Xa − Xb = (x, y, z),
V = Va − Vb = (vx, vy, vz) and use a detection time t, to obtain a simplified sample
with a sample feature dimension of 7 [15–17], that is:

F= (x, y, z, vx, vy, vz, t) (1)

In airspace, the probability of free flight conflicts is a small event in regard to the
total sample, so there is an overwhelming advantage for the collected samples without
conflicts. In order to avoid this imbalance in the number of samples affecting the conflict
detection process, the number of positive and negative samples should be roughly bal-
anced. We improve the robustness of the model to the sample set through the a relatively
symmetrical training set. We improve the classification ability through the SMOTE resam-
pling method, that is, by inserting virtual samples between adjacent negative samples to
reduce the occurrence of over-adaptation [18]. At the same time, normalization of the data
is performed:

Y =
X− Xmin

Xmax − Xmin
(2)

wherein Y ∈ [0, 1] is the normalized value, X is the sample eigenvalue, and Xmax, and Xmin
are the maximum and minimum eigenvalues in the total sample, respectively.

2.2. Definition of Relevance Vector Machine

The given training set is G = {(xi, hi)}N
i=1, where {xi}N

i=1 is the input sample vector,
{hi}N

i=1 represents the corresponding target value, and N is the total number of samples.
The basic form of the relevance vector machine model output is [19–27]:

y(x, w) =
N

∑
i=0

wiK(x, xi) + w = ϕ(x)w (3)

Among them, w is the weight value vector, K(x, xi) is the kernel, and ϕ(x) is the
M× (M + 1) order kernel matrix. Assuming that mi it obeys the normal distribution with
a mean value of y(xi, w) and a variance of σ2, it is expressed by probability as

p(hi) = N
(

hi

∣∣∣y(xi; w), σ2
)

(4)

The likelihood function of the sample is

p
(

h
∣∣∣w, σ2

)
=

N
Π

i=0
N
(

hi

∣∣∣y(xi; w), σ2
)
= (2πσ2)

− N
2 exp{−‖h−Φw‖2

2σ2 } (5)

The conditional probability is

P(h∗|h) =
∫

P
(

h∗
∣∣∣w, σ2

)
p
(

w, σ2
∣∣∣h)dwdσ2 =

∫
P
(

h∗
∣∣∣w, σ2

) p
(
h
∣∣w, σ2)p

(
w, σ2)

p(h)
dwdσ2 (6)

In order to avoid overfitting, the relevance vector machine adds prerequisites to the
weight vector w, so that w is a standard normal distribution, so there are:

p(w|µ ) = ΠN
i=0N

(
wi

∣∣∣0, µ−1
i

)
= ΠN

i=0
µi√
2π

exp

{
−

µiw2
i

2

}
(7)
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In this case, the required conditional probability formula is

P(h∗|h) =
∫

P
(

h∗
∣∣∣w, µ, σ2

)
p
(

w, µ, σ2
∣∣∣h)dwdµdσ2 (8)

In the formula µ = [µ0, µ1, µ2, · · · , µN ]
T is a N + 1-dimensional hyperparameter

vector, which obeys the Gamma distribution. Through the Bayesian theory, we can find:

p
(

w, µ, σ2
∣∣∣h) = P

(
w
∣∣∣h, µ, σ2

)
p
(

µ, σ2
∣∣∣h) (9)

In the formula:

p
(

w
∣∣∣h, µ, σ2

)
=

p
(
h
∣∣w, σ2)p(w|µ )

p(h|µ, σ2)
= (2π)− N + 1

2
|Φ|−

1
2 exp

{
− (w− α)TΣ−1(w− α)

2

}
(10)

Φ =
(

σ2 ϕT ϕ + A
)−1

(11)

α = σ−2ΦϕTh (12)

A = diag(µ0, µ1, µ2, · · · , µN) (13)

From the delta approximation function P
(
µ, σ2

∣∣h) ≈ δ
(
µMP, σMP

2), we can get:

P(h∗|h) ≈
∫

P
(

h∗
∣∣∣w, µMP, σ2

MP

)
P(w|h , µMP, σ2

MP|h )dw (14)

Integrating the above formula yields:

p
(

h∗
∣∣∣h, µMP, σMP

2
)
= N

(
h∗
∣∣∣y∗, σ∗

2
)

(15)

y∗ = ϕ(x∗)α (16)

σ∗
2 = σMP

2 + ϕ

(
x
∗

)
TΦϕ(x∗) (17)

The solution of the model can be further transformed into how to obtain µMP and
σMP

2, which can be obtained by using the maximum likelihood method:

P
(

h
∣∣∣w, σ2

)
P(w, µ)dw = 2π−

N
2 |Ω|−

1
2 exp

(
−1

2
hTΩ−1h

)
(18)

where Ω = σ2 I + ϕA−1 ϕT . In the above formula, the solution of a and b with zero partial
derivatives can be obtained:

µnew
i = γi

µ2(
σ2)new = ‖h−Φµ‖2

N−
N
∑

i=0
γi

γi = 1− αi ∑i,i

(19)

Among them, in the process of parameter change, a part of µ tends to infinity, and
its corresponding weight value vector w will tend to zero. This means that a part of the
corresponding basis function is “eliminated”, and when the final result converges, the w
corresponding to the remaining µ is the relevance vector we need.

2.3. Flight Conflict Detection Model

Flight conflict detection involves detecting the aircraft within the scope of the airspace
through the use of navigation equipment to determine whether the aircraft can continuously
meet the requirements of the minimum safety interval within a certain period of time. If
the minimum safety interval is not met at the time t, it is determined that there is a flight
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conflict. The ellipsoid protected area is established with the aircraft as the center. The
protected area can be formulated as follows [28]:

x− x0

a2 +
y− y0

b2 +
z− z0

c2 ≤ 1 (20)

wherein a b, and c represent x, y, and z, respectively, three half-axis focal lengths.
According to China’s “Civil Aviation Air Traffic Management Rules [29]”, a = b = 1000 m,

and c = 150 m. These values are used to establish a protected area in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Protected area model.

3. Results

In this section, 10,000 sets of samples from the historical ADS-B dataset were first used
as a training set for RVM training to analyze the feasibility of the proposed conflict detection
method. The Gauss kernel with a strong nonlinearity mapping capability was selected as
the kernel of the RVM, and 100 groups of samples were used to verify the accuracy of the
conflict detection method. Secondly, the genetic algorithm, particle swarm algorithm, and
Bayesian optimization were used to optimize the hyperparameters of the model. Finally,
a comparison of the three optimization methods was carried out to prove the effectiveness
of the relevance vector machine in flight conflict detection.

3.1. Accuracy Analysis of Conflict Detection Model

A simulation experiment was carried out on 100 pairs of dual-aircraft flight data in the
training set, and the confusion matrix of the classification result and the result prediction
diagram of the classification method were obtained. By comparing the predicted value and
the actual conflict value, the accuracy of the method was analyzed.

Figure 2 shows a confusion matrix of the testing set without optimization. In the
confusion matrix, TP in the upper left corner indicates that there was no conflict risk in real
cases and there was no conflict in the prediction, while FP in the lower left corner indicates
that there was a conflict risk in real cases, but there was no conflict in the prediction, and
FN in the upper right corner indicates that there was no conflict risk in real cases, but there
was a conflict in the prediction. Lastly, TN in the lower right corner indicates that there was
a conflict risk in real cases and there was a conflict in the prediction. In the result prediction
diagram (Figure 3), the blue line represents the actual conflict situation of the training set,
and the red line represents the prediction result of the training set.
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As can be seen in Figure 2, the training model without hyperparameter optimization
still demonstrated a 70% accuracy. At the same time, judging from the ratio of TP and
TN, after data preprocessing, the leakage missed alarm rate and false alarm rate of conflict
risk maintained a relatively consistent level. The flight conflict detection method based on
the RVM could be considered to have a certain feasibility, but it can also be seen that the
accuracy of this method had great room for improvement. Thus, the detection accuracy of
this method was improved through the optimization of the kernel.

3.2. Accuracy Analysis after Optimization of the Genetic Algorithm

In order to improve the accuracy in conflict detection and obtain a better RVM model,
the kernel of the relevance vector machine was optimized by using a genetic algorithm [30].
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As shown in Figures 4 and 5, in this case, the RVM training model optimized by means
of a genetic algorithm displayed an 80% accuracy and was significantly improved before
the phase angle optimization. At the same time, the missed alarm rate and false alarm rate
of conflict risk maintained relatively consistent levels.
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As shown in Figure 6, the optimization of the kernel was close to convergence after
eight generations and had a good convergence rate. The disadvantage of this optimization
approach is that the optimization speed cannot meet the requirements, and there is still
room for improvement in its accuracy.
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3.3. Accuracy Analysis after Optimization of PSO Algorithm

The particle swarm optimization algorithm (PSO) is a swarm intelligence optimization
algorithm that simulates the predation behavior of birds and fish. PSO has the advantages
of a simple principle, a small amount of calculation, and fewer control parameters, so
it is widely used in scheduling problems, optimization problems, path planning, and
other practical problems. However, PSO still has some shortcomings, such as the fact
that the algorithm easily falls into the local optimum, can easily become “precocious”,
and has a slow convergence rate and low convergence accuracy [31–33]. As shown in
Figures 7 and 8, the RVM kernel was optimized by means of particle swarm optimization,
the optimized RVM model demonstrated an 81% accuracy in the classification of the
training sets, and the optimized performance of the model was dramatically improved
compared to the unoptimized model.
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3.4. Accuracy Analysis after Bayesian Optimization

Bayesian optimization (BO) is also called active optimization. This method is essen-
tially model-based sequential optimization, and the next round can only be carried out
after the end of the current round of evaluation. The subsequent evaluation position can be
selected according to the information obtained by unknown objective functions to obtain
the optimal solution at the least cost [34,35].

As shown in Figures 9 and 10, the model optimized by means of the Bayesian approach
demonstrated the highest accuracy for the training set, and the balance between missed
alarm rate and the false alarm rate was also the best of the four models, with extremely
high symmetry for the classification results.
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As can be seen in Figures 11 and 12, in the process of Bayesian optimization, the fourth
generation was already close to the optimal kernel, and the convergence rate was also the
fastest of all the optimization methods.
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3.5. Optimization Effect Comparison

In order to verify the feasibility of this method for flight conflict detection and the
optimized detection accuracy, the accuracy and running speed of the unoptimized flight
conflict detection method based on the relevance vector machine were compared with
those optimized using different methods in Table 1.

Table 1. Optimization effect comparison.

SVM RVM GA-RVM PSO-RVM BO-RVM

Running speed 0.3 s 0.0048 s 0.0012 s 0.0019 s 0.0013 s

Optimization time 3418 s 3184 s 388 s

Accuracy 69% 70% 80% 81% 89%

Through this comparison, we observed that the flight conflict detection methods based
on the use of the relevance vector machine were faster, and were thus able to meet the
tight time demands of the urgent task of flight conflict detection. From the perspective
of optimization speed, the Bayesian optimization method was much faster than the other
two optimization methods. It is worth noting that, in fact, the three kinds of optimization
refer to the optimization of the kernel. According to the different optimization effects, the
obtained kernel was different, and its classification performance was also different. From
the perspective of accuracy, Bayesian optimization demonstrated the best optimization
effect, with a relatively balanced and low missed alarm and false alarm rates. Thus, it was
able to meet the accuracy requirements of flight conflict detection during flight.

4. Conclusions

In this paper, we have proposed a flight conflict detection method based on the
use of a relevance vector machine. The conflict risk in the flight process was judged by
constructing a flight protection zone. The relevance vector machine was used to construct
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the model, and the RVM model was trained with 10,000 data elements. The accuracy
of the model was improved by optimizing the kernel. The model’s performance was
optimized by means of a genetic algorithm, a particle swarm algorithm, and a Bayesian
optimization method. After optimization, the accuracy of flight conflict detection after
Bayesian optimization was observed to be the highest, at 89%. At the same time, the
results of this method exhibit a symmetrical missed alarm rate and false alarm rate. In
addition, comparing the support vector machine and the relevance vector machine with
the optimized kernel, the results show that the optimized conflict detection method based
on the relevance vector machine displayed a better accuracy and a faster running speed,
which verifies the effectiveness of the method. In practical applications, with its extremely
fast running speed and high conflict detection accuracy, the flight conflict detection method
based on RVM can reduce flight collision risks through its use as a pre-training model. It
cannot be ignored that the flight conflict detection method based on the correlation vector
machine still presents problems, such as a poor training ability for large samples and an
accuracy which can still be improved. Our future work will focus on further improving the
method’s accuracy, and the influence of the hybrid kernel on the conflict detection effect
will be discussed.
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