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Abstract: This paper outlines the design of a novel mechatronic system for semi-automatic inspection
and white-water in-pipe obstruction removals without the need for destructive methods or special-
ized manpower. The device is characterized by a lightweight structure and high transportability. It
is composed by a front, a rear and a central module that realize the worm-like locomotion of the
robot with a specifically designed driving mechanism for the straight motion of the robot along the
pipeline. The proposed mechatronic system is easily adaptable to pipes of various sizes. Each module
is equipped with a motor that actuates three slider-crank-based mechanisms. The central module
incorporates a length-varying mechanism that allows forward and backward locomotion. The device
is equipped with specific low-cost sensors that allow an operator to monitor the device and locate an
obstruction in real time. The movement of the device can be automatic or controlled manually by
using a specific user-friendly control board and a laptop. Preliminary laboratory tests are reported to
demonstrate the engineering feasibility and effectiveness of the proposed design, which is currently
under patenting.

Keywords: pipe inspection; robot; detection

1. Introduction

In the last decade, we have been experiencing a growing demand for robotic systems
aimed at assisting and collaborating with humans toward unsafe or difficult tasks, widening
a great market potential for service robotics applications as reported, for example, in [1].
In-pipe robots are one of the emerging areas of practical service applications where a robot
can explore a pipe from the inside to perform various inspections and maintenance tasks.

Pipeline grids of various sizes and materials are pervasive in today’s modern society
and they require frequent inspection and maintenance, setting very challenging engineer-
ing tasks. Obstructions in pipes are sometimes spotted by the insertion of probes equipped
with cameras or even manually in poor areas but is most often avoided because of the
costs needed for the operation; long sections of pipes are replaced straight away. Buried
white-water pipe infrastructures are regularly in need of maintenance, the cost of which
may be significantly reduced by more precisely locating faults by means of in-pipe robots
as reported, for example, in [2]. Several approaches and prototypes have been proposed,
such as those based on wheeled locomotion [3], crawler locomotion [4], caterpillar loco-
motion [5], wall-press locomotion [6], walking locomotion [7], inchworm locomotion [8],
screw locomotion [9], and spiral locomotion [10]. Each design solution has some merits
and drawbacks that make each preferrable for specific applications. Among the existing
solutions, particularly interesting is the worm-like locomotion as reported, for example,
by [11–13]; other locomotion strategies can be based on hybrid solutions and combinations
of locomotion principles, such as that in [14–16].

This work presents the mechanical, electrical and control design of PEIS (PipE Inspec-
tor System). This is a low-cost pipe inspector robot, which introduces a novel, low-cost

Robotics 2021, 10, 74. https://doi.org/10.3390/robotics10020074 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/robotics

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/robotics
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0831-8358
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/robotics10020074?type=check_update&version=1
https://doi.org/10.3390/robotics10020074
https://doi.org/10.3390/robotics10020074
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3390/robotics10020074
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/robotics


Robotics 2021, 10, 74 2 of 14

locomotion mechanism that has been designed and built by the authors at University of
Calabria as shown in Figure 1. The proposed locomotion mechanisms allow to easily
adapt the device to pipelines of various sizes with horizontal-, inclined-, or even vertical-
motion directions.

Figure 1. The proposed PEIS design: (a) 3D CAD model; (b) built prototype of PEIS at DIMEG,
University of Calabria.

The paper is organized as follows: Section 2 outlines the mechanical design of the pro-
posed PEIS device with focus on the modeling and synthesis of the locomotion mechanism.
Section 3 focuses on a dynamic analysis and simulation of PEIS to size the main compo-
nents, including the mechanical parts, joints, and actuators, with proper performance to
fulfil the desired task requirements. Section 4 focuses on the robot controller to achieve a
suitable and stable operation of PEIS. Section 5 outlines the selection of proper, low-cost
sensory components and details the electronics and control hardware set-up. Section 6
reports some preliminary experimental results to demonstrate the engineering feasibility
and effectiveness of the proposed design that is currently under patenting.

2. Mechanical Design

White-water pipelines are particularly subjected to occlusions caused by debris from
various sources. They are usually designed using straight pipes of 200 mm to 600 mm
in diameter, spaced out by 500 × 500 mm square inspector manholes. This kind of pipe-
system design simplifies the proposed solution from a mechanical point of view, and it
leads to a cost reduction that is a key factor for the proposed mechatronic device. The
target groups of the device are, indeed, small businesses and local administrations. The
mechatronic system should be easy to use to avoid the employment of highly specialized
manpower. Another important feature needed is the capability to explore sloped pipes and
to adapt to different pipe diameters.

After a careful analysis of the literature and the specifically addressed application task,
we have identified the following main design requirements:

• Suitable for pipelines with a diameter ranging from 200 to 600 mm.
• Device length lower than 400 mm (for easy fitting into the 500 × 500 mm manholes).
• Weight lower than 3 kg (for transportability and for avoiding damages to the pipeline.
• Holding force ranging from 20 to 30 N (to avoid slippage and for avoiding damages

to the pipeline).
• Move along a straight pipeline (since white-water pipelines are equipped with inspec-

tion manholes at any direction change).
• Speed not lower than 5 cm/s (for timely execution of tasks).
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As additional requirements, the device should be user friendly and not require specific
professional skills for a semi-automatic operation.

The design process is based on multiple, creative-tactic strategies, including morpho-
logical charts to help the topology synthesis, which led to a topology with three modules.
Namely, the front module and the back module are the “grasping modules”, being able
to hold the robot body relative to the pipe walls. A schematic view of the front module is
reported in Figure 2a. This module hosts most of the sensors and electronic components.
The front and back module are equipped with telescopic elements that are driven by a
specifically designed mechanism. This is schematically outlined in Figure 2b. Each grasp-
ing module is based on a crank-shaft mechanism with three interchangeable pistons of
various lengths and a single circular crank actuated by a servomotor. The rotation of the
slider-crank mechanisms produces the extension of the telescopic elements, which hold
firmly a module attached to the pipeline surface. The front or back module are actuated
alternatively so that one of them is attached to the pipeline surface and the other one is
free to move. The central body module embeds a crank-shaft mechanism actuated by a
servomotor that makes the length of the robot vary, thus allowing it to move in a worm-
like manner. The locomotion module is based, again, on a slider-crank mechanism that
displaces the front module relative to the back module as shown in Figure 2c. Accordingly,
the locomotion strategy consists of locking one of the front or back modules and allowing
the locomotion module to displace forward or backward the other module. The follow-
ing sections outline the main aspects of the proposed mechanism design as based on the
outlined conceptual design.

Figure 2. Details of the proposed PEIS design: (a) the front module; (b) the pipeline grasping module
based on three slider-crank mechanisms, actuating the telescopic elements by using one motor, (c) the
central body driving module based on one slider-crank mechanism and three sliders.

2.1. Grasping Modules

Two different configurations were studied. Namely, horizontal locomotion and vertical
locomotion. One module at a time is considered, clamped to the wall of the pipe, and a
Coulomb static friction coefficient of 0.4 (rubber and wet concrete) is supposed. The worst-
case scenario is considered when the friction force is holding the robot as provided by a
single piston. This case is outlined in the scheme in Figure 3. A 7 N force by a single piston
is sufficient to prevent the robot from sliding, based on its own weight (over-estimated as
equal to 1 kg), using a safety factor of two. Given the free body diagrams in Figure 4, it is
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possible to write the relationship between the force exerted by the piston Fx and the input
servomotor torque τ from the equilibrium equation that can be written as

Fx =
τ cosα

3 lmcos θ
=

τ

3 lm

√√√√√√√√√
1− c2

l2m

[
1−

(
c2−l2m−l2b

2lmlb

)2
]

1−
((

c2−l2m−l2b
2lmlb

)2
) (1)

Figure 3. A free body diagram for static analysis in the horizontal plane.

Figure 4. Geometry and free body diagrams of a single slider-crank mechanism in the grasping module.
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The friction force can be assumed as equal to

Fs = µFx (2)

where lm is the crank length, lb the conrod length, c the length between the piston and
the crank base and θ the angle between Fba and perpendicular to the crank. The dimen-
sional synthesis of the mechanism consists of identifying the values of lm, lb, so that the
mechanism can exert the desired force Fx while minimizing the ratio expressed in

S =
c

lm + lb
(3)

where S expresses how close a configuration is relative to the kinematic singularity of
the slider-crank mechanism. A value too close to the singularity can generate stability
problems while a value too far from the singularity will result in a less compact design. It
is also worth noting that an additional grasping tool could be added at the front module as
proposed, for example, in [17–19].

2.2. Locomotion Module

The proposed device moves along the pipeline by holding the pipeline wall with
its front or rear module through their telescopic elements (Figure 2). The worm-like
locomotion is achieved by activation of the front and rear module, alternately. Then, the
central module displaces the free module relative to the one holding the pipeline wall.
Reversing the order of activation of the front and rear modules allows to reverse the motion
direction. These locomotion steps are repeated cyclically until an obstruction is found or
until the operator decides to stop the device. The selected driving mechanism is based on a
slider-crank, whose size synthesis is performed based on the desired motion speed and the
expected loading conditions defined in the design specifications.

3. Dynamic Analysis

A simplified model was developed for estimating the dynamic effects. The masses
and moments of inertia of the main components have obtained from the 3D CAD model of
the device. These terms are used to implement a Euler–Lagrange set of equations of motion
that are solved in a Matlab environment. We assume the slider-crank mechanisms as planar
mechanisms; also, we assume homogeneous materials, rigid parts, perfect constraints, and
a safety factor equal to two to take into account the neglected aspects.

3.1. Horizontal Motion

The Euler–Lagrange equation (Equation (4)) is written by considering the 1 DOF
slider-crank mechanism, whose scheme is shown in Figure 5, in the following form:

d
dt

∂L
∂

.
α
− ∂L

∂α
= τm (4)

where
.
α is the time derivative of α depicted in Figure 4, τm is the servo couple and L is the

“Lagrangian” defined as the difference between the sum of the kinetic energy and the sum
of the potential energy of the member in Equation (5).

L = ∑ Ec −∑ Ep ==
1
2

[
m1VG1

2 + I1
.
α

2
+ m2VG2

2 + I2
.
βrot

2 + mpVc
2
]
−m1gG1y −m2gG2y (5)

where mi, VGi , Ii are the ith member mass, center of gravity velocity and moment of inertia,
respectively. G1y and G2y are the y coordinates of the crank and the rod, respectively; Vc

and mp are the front module velocity and mass;
.
α and

.
βrot are angles time derivative; and

g is the gravitational acceleration, referring to the scheme in Figure 5.
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Figure 5. A scheme of the slider-crank mechanism for driving the central module.

Geometrical considerations and the substitution of previous terms lead to the motion
equation in the following form:

f
[ ..
α(t),

.
α(t),α(t), t

]
= τm(t) (6)

A constant rotational speed is imposed in order to check the capability of the ser-
vomotors to make the device advance and to make an estimate of the maximum motor
torque needed during the operation after the transient phase. This leads to the to the
results shown in Figure 6, which are compared with similar results that were obtained by a
simulation in the Working Model multibody simulation software with the same input data.
The maximum required absolute torque can be estimated from Figure 6 as about 0.003 Nm.

Figure 6. Simulation results for motor sizing during a horizontal motion: (a) Simulated torque in a Matlab environment; (b)
simulated torque in the Working Model environment from 0 to 1.5 s.
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3.2. Vertical Motion

This case is addressed again by developing a proper formulation as based on the
Euler–Lagrange approach. The main difference is given by the presence of the potential
energy of the piston that can be computed as follows:

L = ∑ Ec −∑ Ep ==
1
2

[
m1VG1

2 + I1
.
α

2
+ m2VG2

2 + I2
.
βrot

2 + mpVc
2
]
−m1gG1x −m2gG2x −mpgxc (7)

where G1x and G2x are the x coordinates of the crank and of the rod, while the other terms
have the same formulation as reported in Equation (5). The required can be obtained by
referring to the plot in Figure 7 as having a maximum absolute value of about 0.45 Nm.

Figure 7. Simulation results for motor sizing during a vertical motion: (a) simulated torque in a Matlab environment;
(b) simulated torque in the Working Model environment from 0 to 1.5 s.

4. Control Synthesis

The motion of the system can be described with the state space representation as
follows. The linearization of Equation (6)

..
α(t) = f′

(
t, α(t),

.
α(t), τm(t)

)
with x =

(
α,

.
α
)T

state vector and u = τm input of the physical system around the equilibrium (π/2, 0, 0)
results in the following:

.
x =

∂f′
∂x

x(t) +
∂f′
∂u

u(t),
.
x = Ax + Bu, (8)

where y = Cx and, moreover, A and B are the state and input matrices, respectively. It is
assumed, that the output of the system is fully measurable, therefore y = [1 0]x = α. Based
on Equation (6), the matrices A and B are given as follows.

A =

[
0 1

1.9871 0

]
; B =

[
0

840.3253

]
(9)

The evaluation of the controllability matrix results is Mc = [B AB], where rank Mc = 2.
Based on the Kalman rank condition for controllability, the system described with Equa-
tion (8) is controllable since dimx = 2. As a result, a linear quadratic regulator (LQR) is
proposed for the stabilization of the system, using the controllable system (A, B). The LQR
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algorithm establishes a cost function J(x, u) for the obtainment of optimal state-feedback
gain K. This feedback gain minimizes the following cost function, thereby providing both
good system response and feasible control action:

J(x, u) =
1
2

N−1

∑
k=0

(
xT

kQxk + uT
kRuk

)
+

1
2

xT
NQxN, (10)

where Q = QT ∈ R2×2, Q ≥ 0 and R ∈ R, R > 0 are the weights in Equation (10), which
determine the dynamics of asymptotic stability related to the control signal uk = −Kxk

in the k th epoch. The feedback matrix is calculated as K =
(

R + BTPB
)−1

BTPA, where

P = PT ≥ 0 denotes the solution of the Control Algebraic Riccati equation. To ensure the
reference tracking as well, the Nx and Nu matrices are employed as follows:(

Nx
Nu

)
=

[
A B
C 0

]−1( 02
1

)
. (11)

As a result, the control signal is obtained u = −Kx + (Nu + KNx)r, where r is the
reference signal, while the matrices are given as follows:

Q =

[
100 0

0 0

]
, R = 50,K =

[
1.1110 0.0514

]
, Nx = [1 0], Nu = −0.0024 (12)

Based on Equations (9) and (12), the corresponding step response of the closed loop
system is plotted in the following Figures 8 and 9. The simulation results show that the
implemented LQR strategy stabilizes the system around the reference signal.

Figure 8. Reference tracking performance in terms of α versus time.
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Figure 9. Reference tracking performance in terms of motor torque versus time.

A similar analysis can be conducted for the vertical motion. Based on Equation (7),
the linearization of the equations of motion is obtained, then the state and input matrices
are derived as follows:

A =

[
0 1

187.6978 0

]
; B =

[
0

840.3253

]
(13)

Then, the state feedback and reference tracking matrices are calculated based on
Equations (10) and (11), which are given as follows.

K =
[

1.3238 0.0552
]
, Nx = [10], Nu = −0.2234 (14)

The aforementioned results enable the definition of the control signal u = −Kx +
(Nu + K Nx) r, which ensures asymptotic stability.

5. Sensors and Electronics

The robot is equipped with multiple sensors because it needs to obtain various in-
formation from the outside world. The sensors are powered by a battery located in the
rear module and the motors are powered by an external, cabled power source. An alert
LED and manual command buttons are located on a board that remains outside of the
pipe during the operations. The electrical scheme is presented in Figure 10. This control
architecture can allow user-friendly operation in which an operator places the device at
the beginning of a pipeline. Then, a latch switch turns on the device, including the LED
lighting and all sensory feedbacks, which are streamed on the screen of a laptop and stored
for further analyses. A second latch switch selects the operation direction (forward or
backward). The device automatically stops when it reaches an obstruction while streaming
a camera view to inspect the characteristics of an obstruction. Furthermore, the sensory
feedback allows to identify the position of the obstruction relative to the initial position of
the robot at the pipeline entrance.



Robotics 2021, 10, 74 10 of 14

Figure 10. A scheme of the electrical wiring.

5.1. Proximity Sensor

An essential feature of the device is being able to detect the occlusion. This is achieved
using a proximity sensor located on the front module. The HC-SR04 sensor (Robot Italy,
Rome) used is an ultrasonic one: the sensor is very well suited for the purpose since it is
cheap, simple and works in a dark environment.

5.2. Temperature Sensor

The temperature sensor is a tmp36 (Robot Italy, Rome) and is used to obtain the
in-pipe temperature. This information is used to correct the proximity sensor measurement
because sound speed depends on the temperature of the medium. It is located at the
front module.

5.3. Camera

The camera and the lights mounted on the front module allow to see a live feed of
the inside of the tube, thus allowing an operator to evaluate the nature of the obstruction
present and check for potential damages of the pipe.

The logic implemented realizes the autonomous motion of the robot by controlling, in
the right order, the positions of the servos. The control loop also checks for the presence of
obstacle after each step and listen to possible user inputs. If an input is detected, the control
is overridden and the user can move the robot forward or backward, while it continues
to automatically grasp the pipe. If no input is received, the robot memorizes the number
of steps to estimate the distance of the obstacle and allows an autonomous backward
motion to bring itself to the entrance of the pipe. Details of the built prototype are reported
in Figure 11.
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Figure 11. Details of the assembling phases of PEIS at DIMEG, University of Calabria: (a) view of the back module assembly;
(b) view of the front module with main electronics and sensors.

5.4. Inertial Measurement Unit

The electronics can be extended with an inertial measurement unit (IMU) code MPU-
9250 (Robot Italy, Rome) to capture vibrations and parasitic accelerations and localize
disturbances. The IMU is an extension that provides additional information of the state
of the system with the accelerometer, gyroscope, and magnetometer sensors. The magne-
tometer can be used to identify and localize magnetic disturbances during the motion of
the system. Additionally, the accelerometer and gyroscope signals can be incorporated in a
state-of-the-art filter algorithm to monitor the instantaneous orientation of the system. This
orientation filter is characterized by core parameters that determine the state estimation
convergence; therefore, the filter parameters should be carefully chosen to ensure accurate
state measurements. An efficient approach to evaluate the filter performance and to tune
the filter parameters is proposed in [20].

6. Preliminary Tests

The preliminary tests were carried out by using a 3D-printed proof-of-concept proto-
type as proposed in [21]. The experimental tests consisted of the following steps:

- Place the device at the beginning of a pipeline.
- Turn on the device with a latch switch. This activates the device including all sensory

feedbacks that are streamed on the screen of a laptop and stored for further analyses.
- Turn on the latch switch, selecting the semiautomatic forward motion. The device

automatically stops when it reaches an obstruction while streaming a camera view to
inspect the characteristics of the obstruction.

- Upon reaching an obstruction, the operator can visually inspect the obstruction by us-
ing video streaming. Furthermore, the sensory feedback allows to identify the position
of the obstruction relative to the initial position of the robot at the pipeline entrance.

- Turn on the latch switch, selecting the semiautomatic backward motion. The device
automatically stops when it is back at the initial position.

The same operation strategy was implemented for several tests. In particular, the
PEIS prototype was able to advance in pipelines that were horizontal, but also in a sloped
pipeline and even in a vertical pipeline as shown in Figures 11 and 12. The locomotion
principle was very effective in all operation conditions with a simple operation and no
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grip loss. Various obstructions were successfully detected, and the LED light, placed on
the front module, allowed for seeing clearly through the camera. The drive current and
servomotor position/velocity feedback were monitored during operation. All the obtained
readings were within maximum values in the range 0.6 to 0.8 amperes, and their values
are compatible with the simulated values, even exceeding the performance expectations.
The temperature and distance detection were obtained with readings in the expected error
range. The manual control worked well with no appreciable delay. Several different types
of obstructions were tested in terms of shape, size and position of obstacles in the pipeline.
The used ultrasonic sensors were proven to be very effective in identifying the obstructions,
regardless of their shape, size and position. The detection distance can be adjusted starting
from a range of 1 m. Then, the operator can use video streaming to further inspect the
characteristics of the obstruction.

Figure 12. Details of the testing of PEIS at DIMEG, University of Calabria: (a) with natural light conditions; (b) with the
onboard lighting in dark conditions.

The performed tests successfully demonstrated the engineering feasibility of the
proposed design as well as the user-friendliness of the proposed design, which can be
operated without professional skills in a semi-automatic operation. Note that the aim of
this work consisted of proposing a conceptual design. In future, we do plan to design an
improved prototype and carry out more experiments as based on the outcomes of this
work. Additionally, we do plan to perform safety tests, such as those outlined in [22].

7. Conclusions

This paper outlines the design of a PEIS novel robotic system for semi-automatic
inspection and white-water in-pipe obstruction removal. The proposed device is character-
ized by a lightweight structure and high transportability. It is composed of a front, a rear
and a central module that realize a worm-like locomotion of the robot with a specifically
designed driving mechanism. Proper modeling and numerical simulations were carried
out to complete the design of the prototype. The proposed prototype is integrated with
control and sensory components and was preliminarily validated in laboratory tests under
various operation conditions with horizontal and even vertical pipelines. All the tests
were successful. The obtained preliminary results demonstrated the engineering feasibility
and effectiveness of the proposed design with satisfactory in-pipe motion and inspection
with proper visual and sensory detection of obstacles by means of the onboard camera,
proximity sensor, temperature sensor, and IMU sensor. Further investigations will be
carried out in the near future to integrate further sensory feedback as well as to test the
device in real operation conditions.
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8. Patents

A specific Italian patent application has been made for the PEIS design as reported
in [23].
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