
Citation: Shi, Y.; Wang, H.; Jing, C.;

Zhang, X. A Few-Shot Defect

Detection Method for Transmission

Lines Based on Meta-Attention and

Feature Reconstruction. Appl. Sci.

2023, 13, 5896. https://doi.org/

10.3390/app13105896

Academic Editor: João M. F.

Rodrigues

Received: 6 April 2023

Revised: 6 May 2023

Accepted: 9 May 2023

Published: 10 May 2023

Copyright: © 2023 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

applied  
sciences

Article

A Few-Shot Defect Detection Method for Transmission Lines
Based on Meta-Attention and Feature Reconstruction
Yundong Shi 1, Huimin Wang 2, Chao Jing 2,3 and Xingzhong Zhang 1,2,*

1 College of Software, Taiyuan University of Technology, Taiyuan 030024, China
2 Shanxi Energy Internet Research Institute, Taiyuan 030024, China
3 College of Software, Shanxi Agricultural University, Jinzhong 030801, China
* Correspondence: zhangxingzhong@tyut.edu.cn

Abstract: In tasks of transmission line defect detection, traditional object detection algorithms are
ineffective, with few training samples of defective components. Meta-learning uses multi-task
learning as well as fine-tuning to learn common features in different tasks, which has the ability to
adapt to new tasks quickly, shows good performance in few-shot object detection, and has good
generalization in new tasks. For this reason, we proposed a few-shot defect detection method (Meta
PowerNet) with a Meta-attention RPN and Feature Reconstruction Module for transmission lines
based on meta-learning. First, in the stage of region proposal, a new region proposal network (Meta-
Attention Region Proposal Network, MA-RPN) is designed to fuse the support set features and
the query set features to filter the noise in anchor boxes. In addition, it has the ability to focus on
the subtle texture features of smaller-sized objects by fusing low-level features from the query set.
Second, in the meta-feature construction stage, we designed a meta-learner with the defect feature
reconstruction module as the core to capture and focus on the defect-related feature channels. The
experimental results show that under the condition, there are only 30 training objects for various
types of component defects. The method achieves 72.5% detection accuracy for component defects,
which is a significant improvement compared with other mainstream few-shot object detection.
Meanwhile, the MA-RPN designed in this paper can be used in other meta-learning object detection
models universally.
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1. Introduction

As a necessary means to maintain the long-term stable transmission of electric power,
the UAV (Unmanned Aerial Vehicle) inspection technology equipped with deep learning
object detection has been effective in improving the automation of transmission line inspec-
tion, which is based on a large number of inspection images [1–3]. However, due to various
factors such as temperature, weather, and human fallibility, there are many types of power
defects, especially the scarcity of defect samples of key components such as insulators,
vibration damper, and pins, resulting in low detection precision of these kinds of defects by
object detection algorithms based on deep learning, which poses great challenges for the
pilotless inspection of transmission lines [4].

Few-shot learning is a method to solve a problem with few training samples in the
target domain, which can alleviate problems such as overfitting and the inability to con-
verge deep-learning models in the case of few samples [5] and mainly contains metric
learning, data augmentation, fine-tuning, meta-learning, and other methods [6]. Among
them, data augmentation is the most commonly used technology for dealing with few-shot
problems; for example, Bayraktar et al. [7] proposed a method to optimize the route of
the target ground vehicle benefit from some geometric transformations, effectively ex-
panding the sample and enhancing the segmentation ability of the model. In addition, [8]
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presents a method to improve the performance of surface defect detection by combining
GAN (Generative Adversarial Networks) [9] with classical methods. The synthetic sam-
ples generated by the GANs are then used to train a deep convolutional neural network
(CNN) to perform image segmentation and detect defects. In terms of metric learning,
Hsieh et al. [10] proposed a metric-based method with margin-ranking loss, which cal-
culates the similarity between the features of region proposal and the features of ground
truth, assisting the model in classifying few-shot objects. Li et al. [11] proposed the Deep
Nearest Neighbor Neural Network (DN4) that replaces image-level feature measurements
with local descriptors from images to classes in the final layer. When mapping features
for query samples, DN4 calculates a similarity for each spatial feature and sums up all
spatial similarities to obtain the similarity of the query sample. In terms of fine-tuning,
Wang et al. [12] improved Faster R-CNN [13] by first training with base-class data, and in
the fine-tuning stage, they froze the parameter weights of the early network and fine-tuned
the top-level classifier and regressor with a balanced subset composed of base and novel
classes. Sun et al. [14] trained the base-class data first, then fine-tuned it with a small
amount of mixed data from base and novel classes to achieve few-shot object detection. In
terms of meta-learning, Ye et al. [15] combined the adaptive algorithm Transformer [16]
with the Set-to-Set function to map instances to the space of the corresponding task and
construct different internal correlations within the set, enabling the model to perform
specific learning for the object. Zhang et al. [17] proposed a meta-learning-based search
and decoding method and introduced the Meta Navigator framework to find effective
parameter adaptation strategies and apply them to different stages of the model to achieve
few-shot classification.

At present, there are few studies on few-shot object detection for transmission lines,
and the method of data augmentation is usually chosen to solve the problem. For exam-
ple, Xu et al. [18] used GAN to expand the samples of small fittings, and Cui et al. [19]
supplemented insulator defect samples by improving Cyclic-Consistent Generative Ad-
versarial Networks (CycleGAN) [20]. However, such methods based on virtual sample
construction have limited improvement in the detection precision of the classes with few
samples and require high computing power and data quality in the source domain, as
well as poor generalization, and can only perform data enhancement for a certain type of
component defects, which requires repeated data expansion and model training operations
when new few-shot detection tasks are added in subsequent inspection work. Choosing
metric learning to measure different components is easy to operate, but the global features
of defective components and normal components are more similar, resulting in metric
learning that cannot solve the core problem of defect detection. Fine-tuning is suitable
for detection tasks in which the base class is similar to the novel class. Zhang et al. [21]
conducted pre-training on the YOLOv3 [22] model using the publicly available ImageNet
dataset. Subsequently, they fine-tuned the model using a small number of vibration damper
and wire clamp samples to achieve few-shot detection. On the other hand, Zhai et al. [23]
pre-trained Faster R-CNN on artificial samples and fine-tuned it using insulator defects.
Ultimately, they achieved a detection accuracy of 62.7% mAP for insulator defects with
a real sample size of 184. However, the generalization of fine-tuning is poor and will
lead to a decrease in detection precision when the type of components to be detected is
changed. In contrast, by dividing the training data into several different small tasks to
train the model, meta-learning not only improves the generalizability of the model un-
der few sample conditions but also the training strategy of using fine-tuning for novel
classes is applicable to defect detection tasks in which normal components are similar to
defective components.

Our goal is meta-learning-based object detection for improving the efficiency of trans-
mission line defect detection tasks under insufficient sample size conditions by combining
meta-learning with defect detection. Specifically, we propose a meta-learning object de-
tection algorithm (Meta PowerNet) for few-shot defect detection of transmission lines.
First, a meta-attention region proposal network is designed to use a support set with prior
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knowledge and low-level features with detailed information of the query set to improve
the quality of the anchor boxes generated by the region’s proposal network. Second, for
the characteristics of transmission line defect detection, a defect feature reconstruction
module is designed to reconstruct the support set meta-features according to normal and
defective components, which not only reduces the computation of fusion meta-features
of the support set and ROI features of the query set but also improves the fine-tuning
effect of the detection head in the stage of meta-test. Third, this method can detect seven
classes, including an insulator, vibration damper, and pin and their defects. Finally, the
Meta-Attention Region Proposal Network can be embedded in other meta-learning object
detection frameworks to effectively improve the detection precision.

The rest of this study is organized as follows: Section 2 discusses the related works on
meta-learning and meta-learning object detection. Section 3 explains the details for each
module. In Section 4, the implementation is explained, including the dataset; experimental
parameters; evaluation indicators; and the results of ablation, comparison, and expanding
the experiment. Finally, Section 5 concludes the paper and puts forward prospects for
future work.

2. Related Works
2.1. Meta-Learning

Meta-learning, also known as learning to learn, is a method to learn “meta-knowledge”
between different tasks through multi-task and cross-task training, which is a kind of a
priori knowledge applicable to different tasks in order to improve the learning ability for
new tasks in the future. This is one of the common approaches to solve the problem of
having few samples (few-shot learning) [24]. The essence of meta-learning is to increase the
generalization ability of the learner in multi-tasking, to train iteratively on a task-by-task
basis, and to learn a set of initialization parameters that could perform well in different
tasks so that only a few iterations are needed for a specific task to obtain better performance
in a new task. The structure is shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Architecture of meta-learning. Figure 1. Architecture of meta-learning.

Meta-learning uses a sufficient amount of base class data and a small amount of novel
class data as training samples. Training is divided into two stages, where the first stage
(meta-training) is training on the base class data to learn a model with prior knowledge.
In the second stage (meta-test), the base class data is mixed with the novel class data for
further training, based on the model learned in meta-training, to learn the final model
for the novel class. This not only speeds up the convergence of novel class learning but
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also alleviates the catastrophic forgetting of the base class by the model. The two stages of
training are divided into multiple tasks, each of which divides the data into support set
data and query set data, with the support set containing N classes and each class containing
K samples, referred to as the N-Way-K-Shot task. The model is tested on the query set data
by learning the features of the support set data to verify the learning effect.

2.2. Meta Learning Object Detection

Meta-learning object detection builds on top of meta-learning classification and adds
the task of object localization, needed to learn more effectively the rich prior knowledge
from base classes. Based on meta-learning, few-shot object detection methods design meta-
learners to train models with sufficient base–class samples during meta-training, learning
universal meta-knowledge across tasks. During meta-testing, learned meta-knowledge is
used to predict parameters based on class-related parameters of small-sample images.

Kang et al. [25] proposed a one-stage meta-learning object detection method based on
YOLOv2 [26]. They converted the support set image of each class into an n-dimensional
vector using convolution and used this to perform channel-wise reweighting of the feature
of the query set, which was then predicted by the predictor head. In one-stage meta-learning
object detection, the anchor box coordinates in the regression process were generated
directly from the query set image features, but due to the small number of training samples,
the regression process did not fully converge, and foreground and background objects were
easily confused. Yan et al. [27] proposed Meta R-CNN with a meta-learner called PRN
(Predictor-head Remodeling Network) based on Faster R-CNN, which constructed a class
attention vector and fused it with ROI features of the query set to perform object detection.
Xiao et al. [28] improved Meta R-CNN by introducing feature subtraction to enhance the
fusion of support set class attention vectors and query features. Zhang et al. [29] combined
the transformer with meta-learning to propose Meta-DETR, which learns class-agnostic
meta-knowledge using an encoder–decoder architecture inspired by Deformable DETR [30].
Zhang et al. [31] proposed Meta Faster R-CNN, which utilizes the original Faster R-CNN for
base class detection and designs Meta-RPN, a coarse-grained prototype matching network,
and Meta-Classifier, a fine-grained prototype matching network for new class detection,
generating anchors for new class objects and performing classification and regression.

Currently, meta-learning-based few-shot object detection performs well on public
datasets dominated by natural scenes, but there is still a lot of room for improvement in
defect detection. For example, in defect detection, the global similarity between normal
and defective parts is high, which can prevent generic meta-learning methods from fully
utilizing defect features for detection. In this paper, we propose a meta-learning-based
object detection method specifically for defect detection to improve the detection precision
of defective components in power transmission lines.

3. Method
3.1. Overall Architecture

The key to applying meta-learning to defect detection is how to use a small number of
defect samples to make the model learn the differences between normal components and
defective components. Therefore, our method focuses on learning the features of defective
components and the differences between them and normal components. Considering the
regression problem in meta-learning object detection, a two-stage object detection method
is adopted in our method, detecting the targets from coarse to fine granularity.

The framework of the Meta PowerNet model is shown in Figure 2, which mainly
consists of four parts: feature extraction network, region proposal module, meta-learner,
and predictor head. The feature extraction network is responsible for extracting features
from the support set and the query set. The region proposal module, with MA-RPN
(Meta-Attention Region Proposal Network) as its core, generates proposal regions of query
images with fusing support set features, which could reduce noise in proposal regions.
The meta-learner is used to learn the meta-features of each class in the support set as prior
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information to assist the model in detecting the target in the query set. In addition, a
defect feature reconstruction module is designed to enhance the feature representation of
defects in meta-features. The predictor head is responsible for classifying and regressing
the proposal region features of the query set to generate the final detection results. In
addition, the normal components with sufficient samples are selected as base classes, while
the defect components with few samples are treated as novel classes.
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3.2. Feature Extraction Network

In this paper, we adopt the Siamese Neural Network [32] as the backbone to extract
features from the query and support sets. This method is a commonly used approach
for meta-learning-based object detection [25,27,31]. The input image of the query set is
the original image that has been resized to a uniform size. After extracting the features
using the ResNet101 backbone network, the image features at the res4 stage are used as
the output.

As another branch of the Siamese neural network, the backbone network for extracting
support set features also uses ResNet101 and shares weights with the backbone network
for the query set. Moreover, since the background information in the support set images
is useless for the model training, we crop the target object in support image with 16-pixel
image context, zero-padded, and then resized to a square image of 320 × 320.

3.3. Region Proposal

Region Proposal Network (RPN) is mainly used to generate anchor boxes for the pre-
dictor head and to perform foreground–background classification on these boxes. However,
in the meta-test of meta-learning object detection, the training mode of RPN is fine-tuned
based on the parameters learned in meta-training. Due to the small number of samples,
RPN has limited regression ability for the new class targets in this way, resulting in low-
quality anchor boxes for new classes and affecting the detection of new class targets by the
predictor head.

We propose the Meta-Attention Region Proposal Network (MA-RPN), which utilizes
support set features to enhance the expression ability of target classes in query set features
and increases the model’s attention to foreground regions through spatial attention mecha-
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nism. Finally, by combining image details, the module could generate higher quality and
more effective anchor boxes.

As shown in Figure 3, in order to activate the important feature representation of the
support set classes in query features, the global feature of the support set, which is obtained
through global average pooling with support feature f i

s , is fused with the query feature
F4 by MA-RPN. The specific method to obtain the global feature of support set will be
introduced in the next section. More specifically, we use depth-wise cross-correlation [33]
as the fusing method, the global feature of support set is used as a convolutional kernel to
reweight the query set features F4, and the reweighted query feature F5 can guide MA-RPN
to produce anchor boxes relevant to classes of support set. Fusing process is shown in
Equation (1).

F5 = GAP
(

f i
s

)
⊗ F4 (1)

Appl. Sci. 2023, 13, 5896 6 of 15 
 

3.3. Region Proposal 
Region Proposal Network (RPN) is mainly used to generate anchor boxes for the pre-

dictor head and to perform foreground–background classification on these boxes. How-
ever, in the meta-test of meta-learning object detection, the training mode of RPN is fine-
tuned based on the parameters learned in meta-training. Due to the small number of sam-
ples, RPN has limited regression ability for the new class targets in this way, resulting in 
low-quality anchor boxes for new classes and affecting the detection of new class targets 
by the predictor head. 

We propose the Meta-Attention Region Proposal Network (MA-RPN), which utilizes 
support set features to enhance the expression ability of target classes in query set features 
and increases the model’s attention to foreground regions through spatial attention mech-
anism. Finally, by combining image details, the module could generate higher quality and 
more effective anchor boxes. 

As shown in Figure 3, in order to activate the important feature representation of the 
support set classes in query features, the global feature of the support set, which is ob-
tained through global average pooling with support feature 𝑓௦௜, is fused with the query 
feature 𝐹ସ by MA-RPN. The specific method to obtain the global feature of support set 
will be introduced in the next section. More specifically, we use depth-wise cross-correla-
tion [33] as the fusing method, the global feature of support set is used as a convolutional 
kernel to reweight the query set features 𝐹ସ, and the reweighted query feature 𝐹ହ  can 
guide MA-RPN to produce anchor boxes relevant to classes of support set. Fusing process 
is shown in Equation (1). 𝐹ହ = 𝐺𝐴𝑃(𝑓௦௜)𝐹ସ (1)

F3

Conv

3×3 Conv
L2 Regularization

Classifier

Regressor
Global feature 
of support set

F4 F

Spatial Attention

Depthwise 
conv

Feature map of fourth 
stage from backbone 

Feature map of third  
stage from backbone 

MA-RPN

addmeta

Frpn

F3’

 
Figure 3. Architecture of MA-RPN. 

Subsequently, MA-RPN trains a spatial weight matrix to weight the reweighted query 
features through spatial attention mechanism, highlighting the position representation of 
foreground objects in the features; we mark it as 𝐹ହᇱ. Unlike traditional spatial attention, the 
input features here are the reweighted query features, which not only enhance the region 
proposal ability in meta-training but also carry more effective new-class features to partici-
pate in the spatial attention in meta-test, which can effectively improve the efficiency of fine-
tuning and generate more accurate anchor boxes for new-class objects. 

In addition, in order to reduce the loss of detailed information in the feature extrac-
tion network and improve the accuracy in predicting positions of anchor boxes, we also 

Figure 3. Architecture of MA-RPN.

Subsequently, MA-RPN trains a spatial weight matrix to weight the reweighted query
features through spatial attention mechanism, highlighting the position representation of
foreground objects in the features; we mark it as F′5. Unlike traditional spatial attention,
the input features here are the reweighted query features, which not only enhance the
region proposal ability in meta-training but also carry more effective new-class features to
participate in the spatial attention in meta-test, which can effectively improve the efficiency
of fine-tuning and generate more accurate anchor boxes for new-class objects.

In addition, in order to reduce the loss of detailed information in the feature extraction
network and improve the accuracy in predicting positions of anchor boxes, we also involve
the low-level feature in the generation process of anchor boxes. First, we feed the query
set feature F3, which carries more detailed information from the third level of backbone
to a convolutional layer, which has a convolution kernel with a size of 3×3, to adjust its
dimension and size. After the L2 regularization process, the new feature F′3 is output. Then,
the feature F5 is fused with it, so that the model can generate more effective candidate
boxes by combining high-level semantic information with low-level detail information.
The fusion method used here is inspired by the Feature Pyramid Network, where features
F5 and F′3 are added layer by layer to obtain feature FRPN , which is used as the feature layer
for anchor boxes extraction. The formula is shown in Equation (2). Subsequently, anchor
boxes are classified as foreground or background, and their bounding boxes are regressed
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through the same operations as in the original RPN. Finally, a specified number and size of
anchor boxes are output and mapped to feature F4 via ROI Align.

FRPN = conv(F5) + L2(F3) (2)

3.4. Meta-Learner

As the most important module in the meta-learning-based object detection model, the
meta-learner generates class prototypes as meta-features for each target class by extracting
sufficient support set features to assist the model in classifying ROI features of query set.
However, the overall features of the defective components of the power transmission line
are similar to those of the normal components. The overall features of normal components
have already been learned in meta-training. However, treating novel classes as completely
new classes unrelated to base class in meta-test not only results in learning insufficiently
the features of defective parts but also adds unnecessary redundancy to the predictor head.

We designed a meta-learner with the Defect Feature Reconstruction Module (DFRM)
as its core according to the characteristics of defect detection in power transmission lines.
By learning the channel differences between normal and defective components, the meta-
learner reconstructs the meta-features to improve the attention of the predictor head to the
channel relevant to defect class in the query set ROI features.

As shown in Figure 4, we perform global average pooling on the support set features to
obtain a one-dimensional vector f i

s , which is used as channel-level weights to reweight the
original support set feature and enhance the representation of potential important features.
Then, the output features are fed into the global average pooling layer to be compressed into
one-dimensional features as meta-features, which will conduct channel-wise dot product
with the query set ROI features in order to achieve channel feature selection. The one-
dimensional vector f i

s is the support set one-dimensional vector mentioned in the previous
section, and the reason for choosing global average pooling to squeeze features is that
this operation can retain more class-related information. To prevent confusion between
meta-features of different classes, which would lead to ambiguity in classification task of
predictor head, we adopted the Meta Loss from Meta R-CNN. The meta-features fed into
a fully connected network for classification and adjusted the weights of the meta-learner
through the feedback from loss function to enhance the distinguishability between different
meta-features.
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To improve the detection of differences between normal and defective components
in the same category, the differences mainly exist in a few channels of image features. In
the meta-testing phase, we proposed the Defect Feature Reconstruction Module (DFRM)
to calculate the difference values between the corresponding meta-features of normal and
defective components on each channel. The DFRM multiplies the vector of difference
values with the meta-feature of normal components to enhance the values corresponding
to channels with different values that are large. After fusing with the ROI features of query
set, the predictor head can pay more attention to the channels related to defects.

First, the element-wise subtraction between normal and defective meta-features is
computed, followed by taking absolute value to obtain the initial difference values. Then,
through standardization and ReLU as activation function, the small difference values
are suppressed to zero as noise, which could reduce their impact on distinguishing the
defect-related features in predictor head. The formula is shown in Equation (3), where FB
represents the meta-feature of base class, FN refers to the meta-feature of novel class, and
FR represents the reconstructed meta-feature.

FR = ReLU(Stand(|FB − FN |))× FB + FB (3)

3.5. Predictor Head

We adopt the most commonly used predictor head in current two-stage object detec-
tion algorithms, which is the predictor head in Faster R-CNN. It consists of a classification
branch and a regression branch, and both branches process ROI features through fully con-
nected layer with activation functions to output the classification scores and bounding box
coordinates of the object regions in query set image. The loss function for the classification
is cross-entropy loss, and Smooth L1 loss is the loss function of regression branches. Finally,
the total loss function of our model consists of classification loss LossR cls and regression
loss LossR reg of RPN, classification loss LossP cls and regression loss Lossp reg of predictor
head, and meta-loss Lossmeta, as shown in Equation (4).

oss = LossR cls + LossR reg + LossP cls + Lossp reg + Lossmeta (4)

Due to the high similarity between the normal components and the defect components,
meta-test phase takes the training strategy of that fine-tuning the predictor head based on
the pre-trained model in meta-training phase. This approach reduces computation while
maintaining detection accuracy for the base class and avoids catastrophic forgetting caused
by the introduction of novel class data.

4. Experiment
4.1. Dataset

We validate the model’s detection effect using both a self-built few-shot defect dataset
on power transmission lines and a public dataset. The self-built dataset includes 3845
images of three important components in power transmission lines, namely, an insulator,
vibration damper, and pin, as well as 571 corresponding images of defective components
covering four types of defects, including insulator self-explosion, insulator damage, damper
missing, and pin missing. The training set, validation set, and test set are divided in a
ratio of 7:2:1. In addition, according to the few-shot object detection dataset standard, we
selected 30 objects with more obvious features for each class in the above training dataset
to construct a few-shot dataset. Specifically, seven few-shot annotation files corresponding
to each class are provided to generate support set data for the meta-learner. Since we plan
to experiment with 30 shots of each class, every few-shot annotation file contains several
image names, which include 30 annotations of the corresponding class. As multiple objects
may be selected in one image, the few-shot training dataset consists of 141 images. An
example of the power transmission line dataset is shown in Figure 5.
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For the public dataset, we used the PASCAL VOC2007 few-shot detection dataset,
which contains 20 common classes in natural scenes, such as a person, bicycle, bus, bird,
and sofa. Fifteen of these classes were selected as base classes, while the other five were
selected as novel classes. This dataset is the same as the original PASCAL VOC2007, except
it includes 20 few-shot annotation files that correspond to each class.

4.2. Implementation

The experimental hardware configuration in this study consisted of 16 GB memory, an
Intel i7-6800K CPU, and an NVIDIA GeForce RTX 3090 GPU. The software configuration
included an Ubuntu 18.04 operating system, CUDA 11.3, PyTorch 1.10.2, as well as the
object detection training frameworks mmdetection and mmfewshot for few-shot object
detection training.

The training process adopts the Stochastic Gradient Descent (SGD) algorithm to opti-
mize the model parameters. The input image size is uniformly adjusted to 1200 × 800 pixels,
and the batch size is set to four. In the meta-training phase, normal components are used
as the base class for training, with an initial learning rate of 0.02, weight decay rate of
0.002, momentum of 0.9, and 15,000 iterations of training for each batch. For each base
class (insulator, vibration damper, and pin), 200 objects are randomly selected as training
samples from the training set and only one object is taken from each image. In the meta-test
phase, normal components (base class, including insulator, vibration damper, and pin)
and defect components (new class including insulator self-explosion, insulator damage,
damper missing, and pin missing) samples are mixed to feed into the model for training.
A total of 30 objects are selected as support set training samples for each class, and the
number of iterations is set to 1000. Other parameters are the same as in the meta-training
phase. In addition, the validation set and test set divided in Section 3.1 are used for both
the meta-training phase and meta-test phase. To ensure the accuracy of the experiment,
only the annotated boxes related to the training classes are retained for evaluation metric
calculation during validation and testing. For example, only the annotated boxes of the
base class are treated as ground truth in the evaluation of the meta-training phase, while in
the meta-test phase, annotated boxes of both the base class and novel class participate in
the calculation of evaluation.

4.3. Evaluation Indicators

We evaluate the detection performance using commonly used evaluation metrics in
object detection and few-shot object detection, namely AP50 and mAP (Mean Average
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Precision). AP50 represents the average precision calculated at an IOU threshold of 50%, as
shown in Equation (7).

Precision =
Num(TP)

Num(TP) + Num(FP)
(5)

AP =
∑ Precision

Num(TotalObjects)
(6)

mAP =
∑ AP

Num(Classes)
(7)

In addition, following the widely used standard in few-shot object detection, we set
the support set sample size to 1, 5, and 10 in each training task to evaluate the performance
of the MA-RPN with the public dataset under different training conditions.

4.4. Performance in Difference Hyperparameters

In order to fully exploit the performance of the model and verify the effectiveness of
our method, we investigated the performance of the model under different optimization
methods and learning rates at 30-shot. The experimental results are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Performance in difference optimization method and learning rate.

Optimization Method Learning Rate mAP (Base and Novel)

SGD

0.01 72.4
0.015 72.6
0.02 72.8

0.025 72.7
0.03 72.5

Meta-SGD [34] — 73.0

We found that using Meta-SGD [34], which can change the update direction and
learning rate, optimizes the model and performs better than using SGD with a fixed
learning rate. In the comparison of the results of using SGD with different learning rates,
the learning rate of 0.02 is optimum. In order to effectively compare with other few-shot
learning algorithms, in the subsequent experiments, the model will use the optimal learning
rate of 0.02 during training. However, if the best detection performance is desired, the
Meta-SGD method should be used to optimize the model.

4.5. Ablation

We conducted ablation experiments on MA-RPN and the feature reconstruction mod-
ule DFRM. For the ablation experiment on MA-RPN, the traditional RPN structure was
used to generate proposal regions instead of MA-RPN. For the ablation experiment on
the DFRM, the original meta-features and ROI features from the query set were directly
fused during the meta-test phase. The results are shown in Table 2. It can be seen that
adding MA-RPN alone increased the mAP of defect components by 1.1%, and the defect
detection performance of small-sized components such as pins was significantly improved,
demonstrating that MA-RPN can not only effectively reduce noise in anchor boxes but can
also generate more accurate candidate regions for small target objects by introducing low-
level details. After adding the DFRM alone, the detection mAP increased by 2.0%, which
was a significant improvement. This suggests that reconstructing meta-features based on
the differences between defect and normal component features helps the model focus on
defect-related features during classification in predictor head. Finally, the best detection
performance was achieved with the model that combined both modules, verifying that the
two modules do not conflict with each other and do not affect detection accuracy.
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Table 2. Results of ablation experimental.

MA-RPN DFRM
Novel Classes

Insulator Self-Explosion Insulator Damage Damper Missing Pin Missing Mean

78.5 72.6 80.6 46.2 69.4√
79.3 73.1 82.2 47.7 70.5√
80.9 75.0 82.2 47.5 71.4√ √
81.9 76.2 82.4 49.8 72.5

4.6. Comparision Experiment

We compared the proposed detection algorithm with other mainstream few-shot object
detection algorithms with a self-built few-shot defect dataset on a power transmission line;
the results are presented in Table 1 for comparison. The training parameters of each model
refer to the optimized experimental parameters in the mmfewshot algorithm framework,
ensuring that the models achieve optimal performance. The detection results are shown in
Figure 6.
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Table 3 presents and compares the detection performance of the proposed detection
algorithm with other mainstream few-shot object detection algorithms based on the fully
trained models. The following conclusions can be drawn: (1) Our proposed method
achieved the highest overall mAP among mainstream methods, with significant perfor-
mance improvements, indicating that Meta PowerNet is more suitable for defect detection
tasks of transmission lines under small sample conditions. Specifically, the detection accu-
racy of normal components such as insulators and vibration dampers is slightly improved
compared to other methods, but the detection performance of defect components such as
insulator self-explosions and missing vibration dampers is significantly better than other
methods, indicating that the main advantage of our method compared to other methods
is the high detection accuracy of defect parts. (2) Meta PowerNet also performed well in
detecting pins and pins missing, indicating that the model has better detection performance
for small target objects and can be used for the defect detection of components with small
sizes on transmission lines. (3) When detecting different types of defects of the same
component, such as insulator self-explosion and insulator damage, our proposed method
also demonstrated good discrimination.
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Table 3. Performance comparison of this method and mainstream few-shot object detection.

Methods
Base Classes Novel Classes

mAP
Ins 1 Damper 2 pin Mean Ins-Exp 3 Ins-Dam 4 Dam-Mis 5 Pin-Mis 6 Mean

FSRW [25] 80.7 79.5 46.3 68.8 76.0 72.3 76.8 42.7 66.9 67.7
MPSR [35] 82.9 81.4 50.1 71.4 78.6 72.5 79.5 45.3 68.9 70.0

Meta R-CNN [27] 82.6 80.9 49.5 71.0 77.8 70.2 79.2 45.1 68.0 69.3
Attention RPN [36] 83.1 81.7 50.6 71.8 79.8 73.8 80.9 46.5 70.2 70.9

FSCE [14] 84.5 82.6 51.1 72.7 81.2 75.3 81.7 48.0 71.8 72.2
Meta PowerNet 84.7 83.1 51.7 73.1 81.9 76.2 82.4 49.8 72.5 72.8

1 ins: insulator. 2 damper: vibration damper. 3 ins-exp: insulator self-explosion. 4 ins-dam: insulator damage.
5 dam-mis: damper missing. 6 pin-mis: pin missing.

4.7. Expand

This experiment extends MA-RPN to Meta R-CNN and Attention RPN models, both
of which are also meta-learning-based object detection algorithms. The PASCAL VOC2007
split1 few-shot dataset was used for training and testing. The experimental results are
compared in Table 4.

Table 4. Comparison of expansion effects of MA-RPN.

Method\Shot 1 5 10

Meta R-CNN [27] 54.1 63.8 65.0
Meta R-CNN [27] + MA-RPN 54.7 65.2 65.5

Attention RP [36] 37.8 56.5 58.6
Attention RPN [36] + MA-RPN 38.1 58.4 59.0

We compared Meta R-CNN and Attention RPN models with and without the MA-
RPN module under the conditions with 1, 5, and 10 support samples per class. The results
showed that MA-RPN improved the detection precision of both models by 0.6% and 0.3%
for 1-shot, 1.4% and 0.9% for 5-shot, and 0.5% and 0.4% for 10-shot. The results indicating
that the improvement was weak under 1-shot but most significant under 5-shot. As for the
10-shot condition, the performance gain began to decrease due to the insufficient feature
extraction of the meta-learner and the fine-tuning effect of the RPN. Overall, the results
demonstrated the general applicability of the MA-RPN module for the two models under
different support sample conditions.

5. Conclusions and Future Work

We propose a meta-learning-based method for few-shot defect detection in transmis-
sion lines, which aims to address the problem of insufficient samples in the task. First,
a region proposal network that combines support set features to generate anchor boxes
is proposed to improve the quality of anchor boxes. Second, a meta-learner based on
the defect feature reconstruction module is designed to improve the detection accuracy of
defect components by considering the data characteristics of normal and defect components
in transmission lines. Experimental results show the effectiveness of the Meta PowerNet
compared with other mainstream few-shot object detection methods. Moreover, the pro-
posed MA-RPN can be extended to other meta-learning-based object detection methods to
enhance detection performance.

As for future work, we plan to divide the detection process into two steps. First,
traditional object detection methods will be employed to locate the key components to be
detected. Subsequently, the region of interest will be enlarged based on the detected results,
and the enlarged image will be input into a meta-learning image classification network for
defect recognition. This approach can not only avoid the problem of local feature loss but
can also improve the detection accuracy of the base class.
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