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Abstract

In autonomous driving, artificial intelligence (AI) processes the traffic environment
to drive the vehicle to a desired destination. Currently, there are different paradigms
that address the development of Al-enabled drivers. On the one hand, we find
modular pipelines, which divide the driving task into sub-tasks such as perception,
maneuver planning, and control. On the other hand, we find end-to-end driving
approaches that attempt to learn the direct mapping of raw data from input sensors
to vehicle control signals. The latter are relatively less studied but are gaining
popularity as they are less demanding in terms of data labeling. Therefore, in this
thesis, our goal is to investigate end-to-end autonomous driving.

We propose to evaluate three approaches to tackle the challenge of end-to-end
autonomous driving. First, we focus on the input, considering adding depth in-
formation as complementary to RGB data, in order to mimic the human being’s
ability to estimate the distance to obstacles. Notice that, in the real world, these
depth maps can be obtained either from a LiDAR sensor, or a trained monocular
depth estimation module, where human labeling is not needed. Then, based on
the intuition that the latent space of end-to-end driving models encodes relevant
information for driving, we use it as prior knowledge for training an affordance-
based driving model. In this case, the trained affordance-based model can achieve
good performance while requiring less human-labeled data, and it can provide in-
terpretability regarding driving actions. Finally, we present a new pure vision-based
end-to-end driving model termed CIL++, which is trained by imitation learning.
CIL++ leverages modern best practices, such as a large horizontal field of view and
a self-attention mechanism, which are contributing to the agent’s understanding of
the driving scene and bringing a better imitation of human drivers. Using training
data without any human labeling, our model yields almost expert performance in
the CARLA NoCrash benchmark and could rival SOTA models that require large
amounts of human-labeled data.

Key words: deep learning, autonomous driving, end-to-end, imitation learning,
multimodality, representation learning
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Resumen

En conduccién auténoma, una inteligencia artificial (IA) procesa el entorno para
conducir el vehiculo al destino deseado. En la actualidad, existen diferentes pa-
radigmas que abordan el desarrollo de conductores dotados de IA. Por un lado,
encontramos pipelines modulares, que dividen la tarea de conduccién en subta-
reas como la percepcion y la planificacién y control de maniobras. Por otro lado,
encontramos enfoques de conduccién extremo-a-extremo que intentan aprender
un mapeo directo de los datos en crudo de los sensores de entrada a las sefiales que
controlan la maniobra del vehiculo. Estos tltimos enfoques estan relativamente
menos estudiados, pero estdn ganando popularidad ya que son menos exigentes en
términos de etiquetado manual de datos. Por lo tanto, en esta tesis, nuestro objetivo
es investigar la conducciéon auténoma basada en modelos de extremo-a-extremo.

Estudiamos tres aspectos. En primer lugar, nos centramos en los datos senso-
riales de entrada. Consideramos agregar informacién de profundidad como com-
plemento a la informacién de apariencia (imagen RGB), para asi tener en cuenta la
capacidad del ser humano de estimar la distancia a los obstdculos. En el mundo
real, estos mapas de profundidad se pueden obtener de un sensor LiDAR o de
un modelo de estimacién de profundidad monocular, de formar que, en ningtin
caso, se necesita etiquetado manual de datos. En segundo lugar, basandonos en
la hip6tesis de que el espacio latente de los modelos extremo-a-extremo codifica
informacién relevante para la conduccién, usamos ese espacio latente como co-
nocimiento previo para entrenar un modelo de conduccién basado en affordances.
Este modelo puede conducir correctamente, su entrenamiento requiere menos
datos etiquetados manualmente que los pipelines modulares, y mejora la inter-
pretabilidad de las maniobras ejecutadas. En tercer lugar, presentamos un nuevo
modelo de conduccion de extremo a extremo basado en visién, denominado CIL++,
que se entrena mediante imitacién. CIL ++ usa un campo de visién horizontal y
un mecanismo de auto-atencién, que le ayudan a comprender mejor la escena
e imitar mejor a los conductores humanos. Asi, usando datos de entrenamiento
sin etiquetado manual, CIL++ conduce casi al nivel de un experto, como demues-
tra en las pruebas CARLA NoCrash, rivalizando con modelos del estado del arte
que sirequieren grandes cantidades de datos etiquetados manualmente para su
entrenamiento.



Palabras clave: aprendizaje profundo, conduccién auténoma, modelos extremo-
a-extremo, aprendizaje por imitacion, multimodalidad, representacion del conoci-
miento



Resum

En conduccié autonoma, una intel-ligencia artificial (IA) processa I'entorn per con-
duir el vehicle a la destinaci6 desitjada. Actualment, hi ha diferents paradigmes
que aborden el desenvolupament de conductors dotats d'IA. D’'una banda, trobem
sistemes modulars, que divideixen la tasca de conducci6 en sub-tasques com ara la
percepci6 i la planificaci6 i control de maniobres. D’altra banda, trobem enfoca-
ments de conducci6 extrema-a-extrem que intenten aprendre un mapeig directe
de les dades en cru dels sensors d’entrada als senyals que controlen la maniobra
del vehicle. Aquests darrers enfocaments estan relativament menys estudiats, pero
estan guanyant popularitat ja que s6én menys exigents en termes d’etiquetatge ma-
nual de dades. Per tant, en aquesta tesi, el nostre objectiu és investigar la conduccid
autonoma basada en models d’extrem-a-extrem.

Estudiem tres aspectes. En primer lloc, ens centrem en les dades sensorials
d’entrada. Considerem afegir informaci6 de profunditat com a complement a la
informacié d’aparenca (imatge RGB), per tenir en compte aixi la capacitat de I'ésser
huma d’estimar la distancia als obstacles. Al mén real, aquests mapes de profundi-
tat es poden obtenir d'un sensor LiDAR o d’'un model d’estimaci6 de profunditat
monocular, de formar que, en cap cas, no cal etiquetatge manual de dades. En
segon lloc, basant-nos en la hipotesi que I'espai latent dels models extrem-a-extrem
codifica informacio6 rellevant per a la conduccid, fem servir aquest espai latent
com a coneixement previ per entrenar un model de conduccié basat en affordances.
Aquest model pot conduir correctament, el seu entrenament requereix menys dades
etiquetades manualment que els sistemes modulars i millora la interpretabilitat de
les maniobres executades. En tercer lloc, presentem un nou model de conduccié
extrem-a-extrem basat en visig, anomenat CIL++, que s’entrena mitjangant imitacio.
CIL ++ utilitza un camp de visi6 horitzontal i un mecanisme d’auto-atencio, que
I'ajuden a comprendre millor 'escena i imitar millor els conductors humans. Aixi,
usant dades d’entrenament sense etiquetatge manual, CIL++ condueix gairebé al
nivell d'un expert, com demostra a les proves CARLA NoCrash, rivalitzant amb mo-
dels de I'estat de 'art que si que requereixen grans quantitats de dades etiquetades
manualment per al seu entrenament.

Paraules clau: aprenentatge profund, conduccié autonoma, models extrem-a-
extrem, aprenentatge per imitacio, multi-modalitat, representacio del coneixement
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|8 Introduction

There is an increasing consensus about the need to progressively move towards new
models of mobility as a service, aiming at (1) reducing traffic accidents, congestion,
and pollution; (2) improving the mobility of temporary or permanent disabled
people, as well as the elderly; (3) achieving time efficiency when delivering goods
and transporting persons. Autonomous vehicles (AVs) are the core of such new
paradigms of mobility.

According to the Society of Automotive Engineers (SAE International), AVs are
mainly categorized into the following six levels:

Level 0 - No Automation: driving is fully performed by humans;

Level 1 - Driver Assistance: the vehicles have one automated system that helps
with steering or braking, but the vehicles are driven by humans;

Level 2 - Partial Automation: the vehicles have advanced driving assistance
systems (ADAS) that can take steering, acceleration, and braking in certain
situations, but humans still are the drivers and should take over control if the
vehicles encounter situations that the automated systems cannot handle;

Level 3 - Conditional Automation: the vehicles can perform most of the
driving, but human override is still required. Mainly this is designed for tasks
that do not require a lot of complex maneuvering, e.g., long highway driving;

Level 4 - High Automation: the vehicles self-drive under specific circum-
stances. A human override is an option, but the vehicles are programmed to
stop themselves if the automatic driving systems fail;

Level 5 - Full Automation: the vehicles fully perform the driving under all
conditions. No human attention or interaction is required, and the steering
wheel, brake/accelerator pedals are not even needed.

As of 2023, AVs operating at Level 3 and above remain a marginal portion of the
market.
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Developing AVs is a tremendous challenge involving multi-disciplinary topics,
e.g., cyber-security, vehicle-to-X communication, environment perception, loca-
lization, route planning, and maneuver control; all governed by ethical and legal
aspects. Focusing on the scientific-technical topics, one of the essential challenges
nowadays is how to exploit artificial intelligence (AI), in the form of machine/deep
learning, to efficiently process the vast amount of data for building up systems that
enable autonomous driving. Although some AVs were unveiled before the 1980s, it
was Al which made possible AVs with higher automation in the last three decades.

The first attempt at Al for autonomous driving can be traced back to the early
1980s, when Ernst Dickmanns and his team conducted self-driving experiments on
a Mercedes-Benz van named VaMoRs. VaMoRs was equipped with sensors and a
software system for translating sensory data into appropriate driving controls for
the steering wheel, throttle, and brake pedals. By 1987, it was capable of self-driving
at a speed of up to 96 kilometers per hour. In 1989, a model named ALVINN [131]
from Carnegie Mellon University (CMU) pioneered the use of neural networks to
predict steering for the task of the road following. In 1995, CMU NAVLAB completed
a cross-country journey for 3,100 miles, in which the 98% of the route was driven
autonomously. These models can be categorized as Level I since they only have one
automated system that helps with steering, while throttle and brake are still under
the control of human drivers for safety reasons. Another milestone of Al models
for AVs, named Stanley [171], came out in the second Defense Advanced Research
Projects Agency (DARPA) Autonomous Vehicle Challenge in 2005. Stanley relied on
a software pipeline with many individual modules powered by machine learning
techniques for intermediate tasks, e.g., finding the path, detecting obstacles, and
staying on the course while avoiding them. Stanley can be seen as an AV of Level
2because it determined steering, throttle, and brake values for driving, but it can
only handle limited types of obstacles in static environments without interaction
with moving traffic. These pioneering works show the dawn of Al in autonomous
driving. Since that, AT has been the biggest force of breakthroughs in the creation of
AVs, drawing more interest and attentions on AVs of Level 3 or above.

1.1 Modular Pipeline and End-to-End

Accordingly, the research community is gradually exploring different approaches
for developing Al drivers. These approaches can be broadly summarized in two
paradigms, Modular Pipeline and End-to-End.

Modular Pipeline. The modular pipeline, which is also known as the perception-
planning-action pipeline, refers to a system that consists of clearly defined modules
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(1) Environmental Perception (2) Global Path Planning
and Localization

(4) Maneuver Control (8) Local Path Planning

Figure 1.1: An autonomous driving system following the modular pipeline consists
of four modules: environmental perception and localization, global path planning,
local path planning, and control.

with particular responsibilities. More specifically, the system can be hierarchically
decomposed into four components [68], shown in Figure 1.1: (1) environmental per-
ception [57,85] and localization: firstly, an AV should apprehend the environment
and localize itself; (2) global path planning: then, according to the starting location,
the road network should provide the best-planned route guiding the AV to the desti-
nation; (3) local path planning [6,137,177]: next, given the global planned route, a
set of continuous waypoints are generated taking into account the dynamic obsta-
cles and constraints to guide the future maneuver; (4) maneuver control [125, 153]:
finally, a control system (e.g., a PID controller) is designed for the execution of the
motion.

Just developing the environmental perception is already an especially complex
research topic, since we can find a plethora of associated sub-tasks, e.g., object
detection (2D image-based [110, 139, 140], 3D image-based [25,117], 3D LiDAR-
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Control signals output

Sensor data input

Neural Network

Figure 1.2: An end-to-end autonomous driving model takes images as input and
uses a neural network to directly output maneuver control signals for driving.

based [98,135,161,190,191,201], and multimodal [10,32,51,66,96,101, 129, 182]);
object tracking (image-based [18,36,115,132, 156,180, 184], multimodal [47]); traffic
sign recognition [203]; semantic segmentation (by class/category [111,122,195] and
object instances [13,107,174], usually based on images of the visual spectrum but
also on multimodal data [71,152]); monocular depth estimation [58,59,64,70]; stixel-
world representation (based on stereo images [12,42,78,151], monocular [16,23],
and multimodal [130]); as well as SLAM and place recognition [22, 33,102,136, 142,
158,170, 193,198,202]. Apart from perception, there is also a plethora of different
approaches for motion planning with Al [6,137,163,177].

All these sub-tasks are combined for building up the whole modular system
requiring great tuning and adaptation. On the one hand, this traditional divide-and-
conquer engineering principle holds its benefits of interpretability, i.e., being easier
to debug when unexpected failures occur in the system [168]. However, it usually
requires data from different modalities, which genuinely comes with a price of a
huge amount of cost and human effort on data labeling.

End-to-End. As an alternative to the modular pipeline, the end-to-end paradigm
has become another mainstream in the field of autonomous driving [20,28, 38,40, 80,
100,131,188,199]. This paradigm proposes to directly map the sensory inputs to the
maneuver control signals through a neural network, instead of using intermediate
modules to deal with specific tasks of perception, path planning, and vehicle control.
We show this paradigm in Figure 1.2. The outputs of the model will be the steering,
acceleration, and brake values that can be directly performed in actual driving.
These holistic sensorimotor driving models can be closer to human nature, since



1.2 Reinforcement and Imitation Learning

humans learn to perceive the environment and take actions simultaneously.

One obvious advantage of end-to-end models is that they are simpler and more
straightforward in training. Besides, the appealing advantage of this paradigm is
that the supervision required for training these models consists of the vehicle’s
state variables, which can be automatically collected from fleets of human-driven
vehicles without any need for human labeling. Due to the difficulty of interpreting
the relationship between image content and inferred driving actions, the reliability
of these models is controversial [44], which has become one of the main concerns.
In this thesis, we focus on this end-to-end paradigm.

1.2 Reinforcement and Imitation Learning

For an apprentice agent (i.e., an end-to-end model), its goal is to learn a policy
to accomplish a specific task. This policy refers to “what actions it should take,
given its current state and the state of the environment". For instance, in end-to-end
driving, the agent tries to learn a driving policy, i.e., given the observation from
the environment and vehicle’s state, how to control the steering wheel, throttle,
and brake pedals. In recent years, two strategies have been extensively studied for
apprentice agents to learn policies: Reinforcement Learning [29,86,128,173,199]
and Imitation Learning (28, 39, 80, 83, 126, 185]. Following reinforcement learning,
apprentice agents try to explore the policy in a self-discovery manner, while in
imitation learning, the agents try to mimic the behavior of expert agents who
provide demonstrations.

Reinforcement Learning (RL). Itrefers to an apprentice agent learning to perform
a task by making decisions and receiving feedback from its environment in the
form of a reward. Basically, most RL problems can be mathematically modeled as a
Markov Decision Process (MDP) [15], which is a mathematical framework describ-
ing a discrete-time stochastic control process. An MDP involves four elements:

¢ aset of agent states S;
¢ asetofactions A;

* a transition function providing the probability of reaching state s;,; from
state s, as a consequence of action a,;

* a function providing a reward for the agent in case of reaching state s;;; from
state s; as a consequence of action a;.

In general, the transition and reward functions are often considered as modeling
the environment, since they govern its dynamics. Since these two functions are
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unknown, the apprentice agent needs to interact with the environment and estimate
the policy by trial and error. By maximizing the long-term cumulative rewards, the
agent iteratively fine-tunes the estimated policy to ultimately obtain an optimal
one.

Many agents trained with RL have already shown their potential of surpassing
human performance in several fields [29], e.g.,, robot manipulation [87,121], game
playing [97,116] and Go [159, 160]. However, in the field of autonomous driving,
most of the existing RL agents can only handle very simple scenarios or sub-tasks
[29]. We can find some works that focus on using RL to learn a policy for lane
following [90, 146], and also some works that aim at handling decision-making on
traffic light [30], as well as some works that put an effort on the control part [43,106].
RL models that are trained for end-to-end autonomous driving have not been
extensively studied so far.

One advantage of RL method is that the training of the agents does not rely
on expert data. Hence, they can bypass the pitfalls of dataset bias/distribution
shift [40] and causal confusion [44]. These RL-trained agents might explore more
innovative policies since even some dangerous cases that are out of the expert
data distribution can occur during training. Thus, RL allows apprentice agents to
explore new rules based on some concrete problems. In addition, it can be useful
when the task to be solved requires much more interaction with the environment.
However, RL comes with its challenges. Given the sparsity of the reward (e.g., we
only receive a reward when the game is won or lost), RL models usually require a
much larger amount of episodes for training, thus being more time-consuming. For
instance, AlphaGoZero [160] has gone through five million games of Go to beat the
human world champion. In addition, it is risky to train agents by trial-and-error,
specifically in more complex tasks such as robot manipulation and autonomous
driving. The high cost of maintenance and the lack of reproducibility are also the
major limitations of RL models. Moreover, sometimes it can be very hard, or even
impossible to manually design a reward function for certain environments.

Imitation Learning (IL). Unlike RL, IL does not need to specify an explicit reward
function to learn a policy. Instead, a set of demonstrations (i.e., observation-action
pairs) are provided by an expert agent, then the apprentice agent implicitly learns
the policy by mapping the observation to the action. Some previous works in
different domains, such as piloting an aircraft [148], robot manipulation [138, 165]
and autonomous driving [39,61,80,126] have shown that IL is a useful and promising
method that deserves further research.

IL does not face the issues of sparse rewards or manually defining an explicit
reward function to satisfy the desired behavior which can be extremely complicated
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in some scenarios. Certainly, the drawbacks of IL can not be ignored. As a data-
driven method, IL needs to address the dataset bias problem [40]. Specifically,
during training when the expert demonstrations are provided, the models try to
mimic the behavior of the expert agent only in universal samples, which makes it
hard to generalize well in rare cases for which demonstrations are not provided.

Collectively, there are two typical forms of IL that are highly mentioned [172]:
Behavior Cloning (BC) [147] and Inverse Reinforcement Learning (IRL) [120]. The
models trained via BC aim at directly learning the policy via the supervision of
expert demonstrations, without inferring an explicit reward function. Unlike BC,
IRL first leverages demonstrations to infer a reward function which is then used in
RL to learn the policy for generating the demonstrations. As its name suggests, IRL
is understood as the inverse of RL. This is because the goal of an RL model is to find
the optimal policy according to the rewards received from a reward function, while
in IRL, the optimal policy is provided in the form of demonstrations, and the goal
for the model is to recover the reward function. In other words, IRL can be seen as a
learning method in which a set of demonstrations from the expert are provided for
the apprentice agent to learn how to mimic the expert’s behavior. This is why IRL is
categorized as a form of IL.

After all, a part of IRL still involves RL, which means it is still expensive in
terms of computational time and safety because of the needed interaction between
the agent and the environment. Although some work [40, 143] have pointed out
that BC models can be unstable in performance due to the so-called covariate
shift problem [164], BC models hold obvious benefices such as simplicity (e.g.,
the training requires only demonstration data) and efficiency (e.g., no interaction
between the agent and the environment is needed), which makes this approach to
be more popular and studied for autonomous driving [39,40, 145,185, 186].

Inrecent years, Codevilla et al. [40] proposed to train an end-to-end autonomous
driving model by what they called conditional imitation learning (CIL). Specifically,
the model is trained by demonstrations based on expert driving, but, in addition,
the model is able to accept high-level commands such as turn left in the next
intersection, in order to be navigated toward the desired destination. In this thesis,
CIL is taken as the training approach for our proposals.

1.3 Supervision

Regarding the type of supervision required to train the deep models enabling au-
tonomous driving, we can find three cases: Pixel-based, Image-based, and Signal-
based. Figure 1.3 shows their differences.
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Figure 1.3: Three different levels of ground truth data used as supervision to train
deep models for autonomous driving. Top left: RGB image in a driving scene. Top
right: pixel-wise semantic supervision usually provided by human labeling. Bottom
left: Image-level driving affordances, also provided by human labeling. Bottom right:
supervision from vehicle signals, which can be automatically collected onboard,
thus not requiring offline human labeling.
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Pixel-based Supervision. It refers to attaching supervision to each pixel/voxel of
the sensor raw data (images, point clouds, etc.) for training deep models, such as
semantic/instance segmentation [8,54,69,108,111,169,179,194]. In autonomous
driving, examples are lane segmentation [5,119], pedestrian segmentation [109,175]
and dynamic objects tracking [103]. Sometimes this supervision is used just as an
auxiliary task for training models, for instance, for training sensorimotor models
[80,199]. Although in practice, usually, the best performing models arise from
such pixel-based supervised training, this approach genuinely comes with a cost,
especially when we want to deploy the system in the physical world. In particular,
the data labeling is costly to collect and their accuracy is difficult to guarantee,
which has a great impact on training performance.

Image-based Supervision. Since densely human-labeled data is difficult to obtain,
some work [88,91] focus on approaches that require sparser/weaker human label-
ing in the form of 2D bounding boxes, image tags, global constraints or scribbles
etc. This appealing idea has also inspired some work in autonomous driving. For
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instance, in [26, 150, 186], the authors propose image-based driving affordances as
labels to supervise a deep model in a direct perception approach, where an addi-
tional controller is then used for maneuvering an autonomous vehicle. Collectively,
such affordances can be understood as a relatively small set of interpretable vari-
ables describing events that are relevant for an agent acting in an environment [62],
which can bring better interpretability for a deep driving model. Compared to
pixel-based annotated data, to a certain extent, such image-based annotated data
indeed can ease the curse of human labeling.

Signal-based Supervision. In addition to the sensors used to access the envi-
ronment (e.g., cameras, LiDARSs, etc), other onboard sensors (e.g., those providing
steering angle, acceleration/brake, waypoints, efc) can be used to supervise the
training of end-to-end models, which we term as signal-based supervision. In
autonomous driving [39, 80, 185, 199], these signal data monitor the interaction of
the driving expert and the AV. One typical example is CIL model, where the input
data are RGB images, speeds, and high-level commands, and the data used as super-
vision are control signals directly obtained from onboard sensors. It greatly reduces
the cost of human labeling, alleviating the problem of data hunger for training deep
models.

1.4 Waypoint-based and Action-based End-to-End

Regarding end-to-end autonomous driving models, the basic approach is to map
the raw images from RGB cameras to a low-level space. This output space can be
either a set of navigation waypoints or signals used to maneuver the vehicle. We
term these two kinds of methods as Waypoint-based End-to-End and Action-based
End-to-End.

Waypoint-based End-to-End. Waypoint-based end-to-end models are trained to
output a local trajectory indicating what waypoints in the next few time steps the
agent is supposed to follow. After that, with these predicted waypoints, additional
controllers are designed for further providing the proper control signals (i.e., steer-
ing, throttle, and brake) in driving. Several works [14,27,28,35,118,133, 155] have
shown that this is a feasible method in autonomous driving. For instance, Chen et
al. [28] proposed to divide the training of an autonomous driving model into two
steps: first, a privileged agent who has access to bird-eye-view(BeV) information of
the environment was trained to predict some sets of waypoints according to differ-
ent commands. These corresponding waypoints are given to a low-level controller
to output the control signals. Then, the sensorimotor agent received RGB images
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from a forward-facing camera and produced waypoints in the reference frame of
the RGB camera, then, these waypoints are projected into the vehicle’s coordinate
frame and passed to a low-level controller.

On the one hand, this approach holds the benefit of taking into account short-
term time-series information (i.e., the trajectory prediction usually consists of
waypoints in a few future time steps), which provides the flexibility of adjustment.
For instance, an error correction system for future steps can be properly designed
to prevent the agent from going out of track. Also, such a system can be easier to
interpret since it is divided into two modules: perception&planing and control.
Moreover, this system can be used together with multi-agent trajectory prediction,
in order to consider the interaction between dynamic objects. However, on the other
hand, this approach requires tuning additional controllers to follow the predicted
trajectory. Moreover, generating waypoints on BeV coordinates for supervising a
model, involves 3D knowledge of the scene.

Action-based End-to-End. Action-based end-to-end models output control sig-
nals which can act on the vehicle either directly or after some signal-stabilizer
filtering (e.g., using a PID) [17, 39,40, 80, 105, 126, 185, 199], thus, following a more
pure end-to-end style. Action-based end-to-end models are usually simpler, and
more straightforward in data collection, training and actual driving, and they do
not require parameters tuning for extra controllers. However, these models lack
diagnosability when they deviate from the desired trajectory and lack predictability
since they cannot provide a sequence of output for the short-term future.

Given their pros and cons, in end-to-end autonomous driving, there is no
clear conclusion on which of these two approaches is better. In [181], both of
them are combined. The actions applied in driving are a weighted combination
of two output branches of the model: one for the control signals, and the other
for the waypoints that are further processed by a controller, in order to achieve
complementary advantages. In this thesis, considering the fact that the Action-
based End-to-End is closer to pure end-to-end driving, we focus on this approach.

1.5 Offline and Online Evaluation

Nowadays, we can find many public datasets in the field of autonomous driving, e.g.,
Cityscapes [41], KITTI [60], ApolloScape [81], nuScenes [24] and Waymo [53,167],
involving sensor data such as RGB images, LiDAR and Radar point clouds. For some
perception tasks, the evaluation of the respective models can be satisfied using these
static datasets. For instance, for a model trained for pedestrian detection, we can use
the ground truth and the bounding box predictions on the static data to compute
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the Average Precision (AP) and mean Average Precision (mAP), in order to know how
well the model is performing; for a model trained for road semantic segmentation,
we can use the pixel-wise ground truth and the segmentation predictions on the
static data to compute their overlap as a metric. In general, these evaluation metrics
are correlated to the performance of the model. This kind of evaluation allows us
to test the effectiveness of the model with static information, thus it can be named
Offline Evaluation.

However, to develop an end-to-end autonomous driving model, using static
datasets to assess models is not sufficient. This is because driving actions at time
step ¢ might lead to different observations at time step ¢ + n, which most probably
differ from those in the static datasets. In this case, defining evaluation metrics
using static datasets can not correlate well with actual driving performance [38].
Considering this, there are many works [27, 28, 39, 80, 155,181, 185] rely on driving
simulators to assess the performance of end-to-end models, which is named as
Online Evaluation. In fact, even though the performance of individual modules
from modular pipelines can be assessed by offline evaluation, online evaluation is
still required to assess the driving performance of the full modular system.

As in many recent works on end-to-end driving [39, 80, 104,105,118, 141, 150,
178,185,199], all experiments in this thesis are conducted on the CARLA simulator
platform [50]. CARLA is an open-source simulator that provides training and testing
environments and facilities for developing autonomous driving systems. It includes
multiple towns with single- and multi-lane roads and supports various traffic con-
ditions (e.g., we can set a different amount of dynamic objects) and scenarios (e.g.,
we can define corner cases) under different lighting and weathers. Moreover, we
can generate a large range of available sensor data, which can be efficiently used
for initial experiments of the models that might be further developed in the physi-
cal world. With the development of the CARLA simulator, three benchmarks (the
CARLA original, NoCrash, and Leaderboard) have been presented for researchers to
compare their autonomous driving systems through Online Evaluation.

1.6 Goal and Outline

The overall objective of this thesis is to contribute to the research on pure vision-
based end-to-end autonomous driving leveraging the CIL model. This model was
trained in an end-to-end approach, using RGB images, speed, and high-level com-
mands as inputs, and control signals (i.e., steering, acceleration/brake) collecting
during expert driving as supervision. In this way, the training data does not re-
quire any human labeling, and the trained driving model is able to output control
signals that can directly maneuver the vehicle, without explicitly human-defined

11
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controllers. We leverage the simplicity of this end-to-end driving model, aiming at
improving its performance. In particular, our contributions are:

Chapter 2: we address the question Can an end-to-end driving model be im-
proved by using multimodal sensor data over just relying on a single modality?
We assume color images (RGB) and depth (D) as single modalities, and RGBD
as multimodal data. Specifically, we explore RGBD from the perspective of
early, mid, and late fusions of the RGB and D modalities. The presented
results show that multimodal RGBD end-to-end driving models outperform
their single-modal counterparts. Moreover, early fusion shows better perfor-
mance than mid and late fusion schemes. In addition, multisensory RGBD
(i.e., based on camera and LiDAR) outperforms monocular RGBD; however,
we conclude that it is worth pursuing the special case of single-sensor multi-
modal end-to-end models.

Chapter 3: we address the question Can an action-based end-to-end driving
model encode useful driving-related information in its latent space? We be-
lieve this encoded latent space may be an effective pre-training strategy for
learning a direct perception model. Specifically, we first train several kinds of
action-based end-to-end models as representation learning encoders. In the
second stage, these learned encoders are used to train deep models that focus
on predicting driving affordances, from which an additional controller was
designed to maneuver the AV. The presented results show that this strategy en-
ables a significant reduction in the number of human-labeled data required
to train an interpretable driving affordance model, thus, keeping a major
advantage of modular pipelines. Further, our approach improves over other
recent pre-training proposals such as contrastive methods and even over
ImageNet (supervised) pre-training. We also show that expert driving data
(i.e., coming from human drivers) is an important source for learning a good
representation. To the best of our knowledge, this work is the first to show that
expert demonstrations can act as an effective action-based representation
learning technique.

Chapter 4: we address the question Can an end-to-end model be improved
by considering conditions closer to human driving? We propose a model
termed CIL++, which is improved on the basis of CIL, providing a new strong
pure vision-based end-to-end driving baseline. First, we drastically increase
the image view by using a horizontal field of view (HFOV) similar to human
drivers, which runs on 180° to 220°. Further, we propose to use a visual
transformer [49] as a mid-level attention mechanism for associating feature
map patches across different views. These changes allow CIL++ to perform
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at the expert level on the CARLA NoCrash benchmark. To the best of our
knowledge, CIL++ is the first pure vision-based end-to-end driving model
capable of obtaining competitive results on complex CARLA towns compared
to SOTA driving models that require large amounts of human-labeled data.

Finally, in Chapter 5, we draw the global conclusions arising from the whole
Ph.D. work and prospect future work.
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A Multimodal End-to-End Autonomous Driv-
ing

2.1 Introduction

Autonomous vehicles (AVs) are core for future mobility. Along with many machine
learning techniques that have been proposed in the past few decades, developing
artificial intelligence (AI) for driving AVs is seen as a promising topic. Two main
paradigms are under research, namely, modular pipelines and end-to-end driving.

The modular paradigm attaches to the traditional divide-and-conquer engi-
neering principle since Al drivers rely on modules with identifiable responsibilities;
for instance, to provide environmental perception [57, 85], as well as route plan-
ning and maneuver control [125, 153]. As for the perception, it involves many
specific complex sub-tasks, including but not limited to semantic segmentation
[71,111,122,152,174,195], monocular depth estimation [58, 59, 64, 70], object de-
tection [10, 101, 129, 135, 140, 191], tracking [18, 36,47, 180, 184], SLAM and place
recognition [22,33, 136, 158,170,193, 202] and traffic sign recognition [203], efc.

The end-to-end driving paradigm focuses on learning holistic models that are
able to directly map raw sensor data into control signals for maneuvering AVs
[20, 100, 131, 188], i.e., without forcing explicit sub-tasks related to perception or
planning. In other words, it advocates learning to perceive and act simultaneously,
as humans do. Such sensorimotor models are obtained through a data-driven
supervised learning process, which is characteristic of modern Al. End-to-end
driving models can accept high-level navigation commands [39, 82, 105, 178], or
be restricted to specific navigation sub-tasks such as lane keeping [34, 52, 83] and
longitudinal control [61].

Driving paradigms highly rely on convolutional neural networks (CNNs). In
this context, one of the main advantages of the modular paradigm is the ability to
explain the decisions of Al drivers in terms of its modules, which is more difficult
for pure end-to-end driving models [21, 93, 104]. However, developing some of the
critical modules of the modular paradigm requires hundreds of thousands of super-
vised data samples [79, 166], e.g., raw sensor data with ground truth (GT). Mostly
the GT is provided manually (e.g., human labeling of object bounding boxes [60],
pixel-level delineation of semantic classes [41]), thus being a major bottleneck
for this paradigm. Conversely, end-to-end approaches enable CNN-based mod-
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els to learn driving from raw sensor data (i.e., without human-labeled GT) and
associated supervision in terms of vehicle’s variables (e.g., steering angle, speed,
geo-localization, and orientation [113, 149, 188]); note that such supervision does
not require human intervention in terms of explicitly labeling the content of the
raw sensor data. Moreover, end-to-end models are demonstrating an unreasonable
effectiveness in practice [20, 34, 39, 61], which makes this research worthy of further
exploration.

Although AVs will be multisensory platforms, equipping and maintaining on-
board synchronized heterogeneous sensors are quite expensive nowadays. As a
consequence, most end-to-end driving models rely only on vision [20, 26, 34,39, 61,
83,100,118,150,188,192], i.e., which are visuomotor models. This idea is inherently
reasonable since human drivers mainly rely on vision. However, multimodality
has shown better performance in key perception sub-tasks such as object detec-
tion [10, 32, 65, 66, 96, 101, 129, 135, 182], tracking [47], and semantic segmenta-
tion [71, 152]. Thus, exploring multimodality for end-to-end driving is worthwhile.

Accordingly, in this chapter, we address the question Can an end-to-end driving
model be improved by using multimodal sensor data over just relying on a single
modality? In particular, we assume color images (RGB) and depth (D) as single
modalities, and RGBD as multimodal data. Due to its capability of accepting high-
level commands, this study is based on the CNN architecture known as conditional
imitation learning (CIL) [39]. We explore RGBD from the perspective of early, mid,
and late fusion of the RGB and D modalities. Moreover, as in many recent works
on end-to-end driving [39, 104, 105,118,141, 150, 178], our experiments rely on the
CARLA simulator [50].

The presented results show that multimodal RGBD end-to-end driving models
outperform their single-modal counterparts. Moreover, the early fusion scheme
shows better performance than the mid and late fusion schemes. In addition,
multisensory RGBD (i.e., RGB and D are from camera and LiDAR) outperforms
monocular RGBD (i.e., D is generated from a monocular depth estimation model);
however, we conclude that it is worth pursuing this special case of single-sensor
multimodal end-to-end models.

We present the work as follows: Section 2.2 reviews the related literature. Section
2.3 presents the used CIL architecture from the perspective of early, mid, and late
fusion schemes. Section 2.4 summarizes the experimental setting and the obtained
results. Finally, Section 2.5 draws the main conclusions and future work.
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2.2 Related Work

This section focuses on two main related topics: multimodal perception and end-to-
end driving models learned by imitation.

2.2.1 Multimodality

Object detection is one of the perception tasks for which multimodality has received
the most attention. Enzweiler et al. [51] developed a pedestrian detector using hand-
crafted features and shallow classifiers combined as a mixture of experts (MoE),
where multimodality relies on image luminance and stereo depth. Gonzalez et
al. [66] detected vehicles, pedestrians, and cyclists (vulnerable road users (VRUSs)),
using a multimodal MoE based on space-time calibrated RGB and LiDAR depth.
Chen et al. [32] used calibrated RGB and LiDAR depth as input for a CNN-based
detector of vehicles and VRUs, which is a current trend [10, 32,96, 129, 182]. Some of
these works are inspired by Faster R-CNN [140], since they consist of a first stage
for proposing regions potentially containing objects of interest, and a second stage
performing the classification of those regions to provide final object detection; i.e.,
following a mid-level (deep) fusion scheme where CNN layers of features from the
different modalities are fused in both stages [32,96,182]. Other alternatives are early
fusion at raw data level [129], the late fusion of independent detectors [10, 129], or
just using different modalities at separated steps of the detection pipeline [135].
Other approaches focus on multispectral appearance, as in Li ef al. [101], where
different fusion schemes for RGB and Far Infrared (FIR) calibrated images are
compared.

All these studies and recent surveys [9, 55] show that detection accuracy in-
creases with multimodality. Therefore, more perception tasks have been addressed
under the multimodal approach. Dimitrievski et al. [47] proposed a pedestrian
tracker that fuses camera and LiDAR detections to solve the data association step
of their tracking-by-detection approach. Schneider et al. [152] proposed a CNN
architecture for semantic segmentation that performs a mid-level fusion of RGB
and stereo depth, leading to a more accurate segmentation of small objects. Ha
et al. [71] proposed a mid-level RGB and FIR fusion approach in a CNN architec-
ture for semantic segmentation. Piewak et al. [130] used a mid-level fusion of
LiDAR and camera data to produce a Stixel representation of the driving scene,
showing improved accuracy in terms of geometry and semantics of the resulting
representation.

In this chapter, rather than focusing on individual perception tasks such as
object detection, tracking, or semantic segmentation, we challenge multimodality
in the context of end-to-end driving, exploring early, mid, and late fusion schemes.
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2.2.2 End-to-End Driving

Three decades ago, Pomerleau et al. presented ALVINN [131], a shallow sensori-
motor neural network that was able to perform end-to-end road following without
obstacles in scene. ALVINN controlled a CMU’s van, NAVLAB, along a 400m straight
path at ~2 Km/h and under good weather conditions. Although the addressed
scenario is extremely simple compared to driving in real traffic, it was already nec-
essary to simulate data for training the sensorimotor model. In fact, in their work,
camera images (30 x 32 pixels, blue channel) were already combined with laser
range finder data (8 x 32 depth cells) via an early fusion scheme. LeCun et al. [100]
trained an end-to-end 6-layer CNN for off-road obstacle avoidance using image
pairs (from a stereo rig) as input. Such CNN was able to control a 50cm-length
four-wheel truck, DAVE, for avoiding obstacles at a speed of ~7 Km/h. During
data collection for training, the truck was remotely controlled by a human operator,
thus, the CNN was trained according to imitation learning (teleoperation-based
demonstration [7]). More recently, Bojarski et al. [20] developed a vision-based
end-to-end driving CNN which was able to control the steering wheel of a real car in
different traffic conditions. In this case, since throttle and brake are not controlled,
neither lane and road changing are considered, nor stop-and-go maneuvers.

These pioneering works inspired new proposals based on imitation learning
for CNNs. Eraqi et al. [52] applied vision-based end-to-end control of the steering
angle (neither throttle nor break), focusing on including temporal reasoning by
means of long short-term memory recurrent neural networks (LSTMs). Training
and testing were done in the Comma.ai dataset [149]. George et al. [61] applied
similar ideas for controlling the speed of the car. Xu et al. [188] presented the BDD
dataset and focused on vision-based prediction of the steering angle using a fully
convolutional network (FCN) and an LSTM, forcing semantic segmentation as an
auxiliary training task. Innocenti et al. [83] performed vision-based end-to-end
steering angle prediction for lane keeping on private datasets, and Chen et al. [34]
in the Comma.ai dataset.

Affordances have been proposed as intermediate tasks between environmental
perception and prediction of the vehicle control parameters [26, 150]. Affordances
do not need to solve perception sub-tasks such as explicit object detection, etc; but
they form a compact set of factors that influence driving according to prior human
knowledge. Chen et al. [26] evaluated them on the TORCS simulator [183], thus in
car racing conditions (no pedestrians, no intersections, efc.) under clean and dry
weather; while Sauer et al. [150] used the CARLA simulator, which supports regular
traffic conditions under different lighting and weather [50]. Muller et al. [118]
developed a vision-based CNN with an intermediate road segmentation task for
learning to perform vehicle maneuvers in a semantic space; the driving policy
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consists of predicting waypoints within the segmented road and applying a low-
level PID controller afterward. Training and testing are done in CARLA, but neither
other vehicles nor pedestrians are included. Using LiDAR data, Rhinehart ez al.
[141] combined imitation learning and model-based reinforcement learning to
predict expert-like vehicle trajectories, relying on CARLA but without dynamic
traffic participants.

These end-to-end driving models do not accept high-level navigation instruc-
tions such as turn left at the next intersection (without providing explicit distance
information), which can come from a global planner or as voice commands from
passengers of AVs. Hubschneider et al. [82] proposed to feed a turn indicator in the
vision-based CNN driving model by concatenating it with features of a mid-level
fully connected layer of the CNN. Codevilla ef al. [39] proposed a more concrete
method, in which a vision-based CNN consisting of two blocks: 1) an initial block
common to all navigation instructions for processing input and extract features;
2) a second block branched from the initial block according to a subset of navi-
gation instructions (at next intersection turn-left/turn-right/go-straight, or just
keep lane). In the first block, the state of the vehicle is also incorporated as part
of the mid-level feature of the CNN; in particular, the current speed is encoded
since it highly relates to the output of steering angle, throttle, and break (Yang et
al. [192] have reported the usefulness of speed feedback in end-to-end driving). The
overall approach is termed Conditional Imitation Learning (CIL). Experiments were
performed in CARLA for different traffic situations (including other vehicles and
pedestrians), lighting, and weather conditions. There are many works leveraged
from CIL, such as Muller et al. and Sauer et al. that we mentioned above. Apart
from them, Liang et al. [105] used CIL as an imitation learning stage before refining
the resulting model by applying reinforcement learning. Wang et al. [178] used
CIL incorporating ego-vehicle heading information at the same CNN-layer level
as speed. All these works focus on vision-based end-to-end driving. In our work,
we explore multimodal end-to-end driving based on RGB and depth, which can be
complementary to most of the cited papers. Without losing generality, we chose
CIL as the core CNN architecture due to its effectiveness and increasing use.

Focusing on multimodality, Sobh et al. [162] used CARLA to propose a CIL-based
driving approach modified to process camera and LiDAR data. In this case, the
information fusion is done by a mid-level approach; in particular, before fusion,
RGB images are used to generate a semantic segmentation which corresponds
to one of the information streams reaching the fusion layers, and there are two
more independent streams based on LiDAR, one encoding a bird view and the
other a polar grid mapping. Khan et al. [92] used CARLA to propose an end-to-end
driving CNN based on RGB and depth images, which predicts only the steering
angle, assuming that neither other vehicles nor pedestrians are present. In the first
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Figure 2.1: CIL architecture: vehicle maneuvers (actions) in the form of the triplet <
steering angle, throttle, brake>, depend on a high-level route navigation command
(branch selector) running on turn-left, turn-right, go-straight, continue , as well as
observations in the form of perception data (e.g., an RBG image) and vehicle state
measurements (e.g., speed).

step, the CNN is trained by only depth information (taken as the Z-buffer produced
by UE4, the game engine behind CARLA). This CNN has an initial block of layers
(CNN encoder) that outputs depth-based features, which are later used to predict
the steering angle with a second block of fully connected layers. In the second step,
this angle-prediction block is discarded and replaced by a new fully connected one.
This new block relies on the fusion of the depth-based features and a semantic
segmentation produced by a new CNN block that processes the RGB image paired
with the depth image. During training, semantic segmentation is conditioned to
depth-based features due to the fusion block and back-propagation. This approach
can be considered a type of mid-level fusion.

In contrast to these multimodal end-to-end driving approaches, we assess early,
mid, and late fusion schemes without forcing intermediate representations which
are not trivial to obtain (e.g., semantic segmentation is an open problem in itself).
Moreover, we run CARLA benchmark [50], which includes dynamic obstacles (vehi-
cles and pedestrians) and generalization conditions (unseen town and weather).
We show that CIL with the early fusion scheme produces state-of-the-art results.

2.3 Multimodal Fusion

We first detail CIL [39], and then show how we adapt this model to leverage multi-
modal perception data.
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2.3.1 Base CIL Architecture

Figure 2.1 shows the CNN implementing CIL. The observations (the input of CIL)
are twofold, perception data, p, and vehicle’s state measurements, m. The action,
a (the output of CIL), consists of vehicle controls for maneuvering. CIL includes
a CNN block to extract perception features, P(p), and a block of fully connected
layers to extract measurement features M(m). A joint layer of features is formed by
concatenating P(p) and M(m), which is further processed by a new fully connected
layer to obtain the joint features J(<P(p), M (m)>), which is simplified as J(p, m).
So far, the processing of observations by the neural network is common to any
driving maneuver/action. However, many times, the autonomous vehicle reaches
ambiguous situations which require the incorporation of informed decisions. For
instance, when reaching a cross intersection, without incorporating a route nav-
igation command (e.g., from a global trajectory plan), the vehicle can only take a
random decision about turning or going straight. Thus, the end-to-end driving CNN
must incorporate high-level commands, c, such as ‘in the next intersection turn left’,
‘turn right’, or ‘go straight’. Moreover, a will take very different values depending on
¢. Thus, provided c takes discrete values, having specialized neural network layers
for each maneuver can be more accurate. All this is achieved in the CIL proposal by
incorporating fully connected maneuver/action branches, A¢, selected by ¢ (both
during CNN training and the actual driving test).

We follow the CIL architecture proposed in [39]. Therefore, p is an RGB image of
200 x 88 pixels and 8 bits at each color channel, m is a real value with the current
speed of the vehicle, and a consists of three real-valued signals which set the next
maneuver in terms of steering angle, throttle, and brake. The idea is to perform
vision-based end-to-end autonomous driving, as well as taking into account the
vehicle speed to apply higher/lower throttle and brake for the same perceived traffic
situation. In [39], the focus is on handling intersections, thus the considered c
values are {turn-left, turn-right, go-straight, continue}, where the last refers to just
keep driving in the current lane and the others inform about what to do when
reaching the next intersection. Accordingly, there are four branches A°. If we term
by F the end-to-end driver, then we have F(p,m,c) = A°(J(p, m)). We detail the
parameters of CIL in Table 2.1, which has the same architecture as the multimodal
model we term early fusion in this work.
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Input Output Num. of
Module Dimension Channels Kernels Stride  Dropout
200 x 88 x M* 32 5 2 0.0
98 x 48 x 32 32 3 1 0.0
96 x 46 x 32 64 3 2 0.0
47 x 22 x 64 64 3 1 0.0
Perception 45 x 20 x 64 128 3 2 0.0
22 x9 x 128 128 3 1 0.0
20 x 7 x 128 256 3 2 0.0
9 x 3 x 256 256 3 1 0.0
7 x 1 x 256 512 - - 0.0
512 512 - 0.0
Measurement 1 128 - - 0.0
(speed) 128 128 - - 0.0
Join 512+128 512 - - 0.3
512 256 - - 0.5
Action Branch 256 256 - - 0.5
256 3 - - 0.0
512 256 - - 0.5
Speed Branch 256 256 - - 0.5
256 1 - - 0.0

Table 2.1: The parameters of original CIL network. Notice that the multimodal
model with the early fusion scheme has the same architecture as CIL, the only
difference being the input dimension.

2.3.2 Fusion Schemes

Figure 2.2 illustrates how we fuse RGB and depth information following early, mid,
and late fusion schemes. In addition to the parameters of the original CIL network
that we provided in Table 2.1 (which is the same as the multimodal model following
the early fusion scheme), we also detail the parameters of the other two schemes,
mid fusion and late fusion in Table 2.2 and Table 2.3, respectively.

*Depending on single- or multimodal input, dimension M could be either 3 (RGB only), 1 (Depth
only) or 4 (RGBD)
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Input Output Num. of
Module Dimension Channels Kernels Stride  Dropout
200 x 88 x 3 32 5 2 0.0
98 x 48 x 32 32 3 1 0.0
96 x 46 x 32 64 3 2 0.0
47 x 22 x 64 64 3 1 0.0
Perception (RGB) 45 x 20 x 64 128 3 2 0.0
22 x 9 x 128 128 3 1 0.0
20 x 7 x 128 256 3 2 0.0
9 x 3 x 256 256 3 1 0.0
7 x 1 x 256 512 - - 0.0
512 512 - - 0.0
200 x 88 x 1 32 5 2 0.0
98 x 48 x 32 32 3 1 0.0
96 x 46 x 32 64 3 2 0.0
47 x 22 x 64 64 3 1 0.0
Perception (Depth) 45 x 20 x 64 128 3 2 0.0
22 x 9 x 128 128 3 1 0.0
20 x 7 x 128 256 3 2 0.0
9 x 3 x 256 256 3 1 0.0
7 x 1 x 256 512 - - 0.0
512 512 - - 0.0
Measurement 1 128 - - 0.0
128 128 - - 0.0
Join 512+4512+128 512 - - 0.3
512 256 - - 0.5
Action Branch 256 256 - - 0.5
256 3 - - 0.0
512 256 - - 0.5
Speed Branch 256 256 - - 0.5
256 1 - - 0.0

Table 2.2: The parameters of multimodal CIL network following mid fusion scheme.

Early Fusion. With respect to the original CIL, we only change the number of
channels of p from three (RGB) to four (RGBD). The CIL network only changes the
first convolutional layer of P(p) to accommodate for the extra input channel, the
rest of the network is equal to the original.
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Mid Fusion. We replicate twice the perception processing P(p). One of the P(p)
blocks processes only RGB images, and the other one only has depth maps. Then,
we build the joint feature vector <P (RGB), P(D), M (m)> which is further processed
to obtain J(RGB, D, m). From this point, the branched part of CIL is the same as in
the original architecture.

Late Fusion. We replicate twice the full CIL architecture. Thus, RGB and depth
channels are processed separately, but the speed measurement is shared as input.
Hence, we run A¢(J(RGB,m)) and A°(J(D,m)), and their outputs are concatenated
and further processed by a module of fully connected layers, the output of which
conveys the final action values. Note that this is a kind of mixture-of-experts ap-
proach, where the two experts are jointly trained.

As is common practice in the literature, we assume a pixel-level correspondence
of all channels and normalize all of them to be in the same magnitude range (we
normalize depth values to match the range of color channels, i.e., from 0 to 255).

2.3.3 Loss Function

Given a predicted action a, its ground truth a8 ! and a vector of weights w, we use
the L1 loss £ ,4.:(a, a8, w) = Z;’ lw;(a; — algt)l, with n = 3 (steering angle, throttle,
brake). Note that when computing a, only one A€ branch is active at a time. In
particular, the one selected by the particular command c that is associated with the
current input data (p, m). We make this fact explicit by changing the notation to
Cace(@,a8’, w;c).

In addition, as in other computer vision problems addressed by deep learn-
ing [48, 89], we empirically found that using multi-task learning helps to obtain
more accurate CIL networks. In particular, we add an additional branch of three
fully connected layers to predict current vehicle speed from the perception data
features P(p). This prediction relies on an L1 loss £, (s, s8%) = |s — s8%|, where s is
the predicted speed and s8' is the ground truth speed which, in this case, is already
available since it corresponds to the measurement used as input. Speed prediction
is only used during training.

Thus, all networks, i.e., both single- and multimodal, are trained according to
the same total loss:

¢(@,a8" w;c;s,58") = Blaci(@,a8’, w;c) + (1— )l (s, s87), 2.1)

where f§ is used to balance the relevance of £ 4., and ¢, losses.

TDepending on RGB or Depth input, dimension N could be either 3 (RGB) or 1 (Depth)
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Input Output Num. of
Module Dimension Channels Kernels Stride  Dropout
200 x 88 x N 32 5 2 0.0
98 x 48 x 32 32 3 1 0.0
96 x 46 x 32 64 3 2 0.0
47 x 22 x 64 64 3 1 0.0
Perception (RGB/Depth) 45 x 20 x 64 128 3 2 0.0
22 x9x 128 128 3 1 0.0
20 x 7 x 128 256 3 2 0.0
9 x 3 x 256 256 3 1 0.0
7 x 1 x 256 512 - - 0.0
512 512 - - 0.0
512 512 - - 0.0
Measurement (RGB/Depth) 1 128 - - 0.0
128 128 - - 0.0
Join (RGB/Depth) 512+128 512 - - 0.3
512 256 - - 0.5
Action Branch (RGB/Depth) 256 256 - - 0.5
256 3 - - 0.0
Join (Streams) 3+3 256 - - 0.0
256 128 - - 0.0
Final Action 128 128 - - 0.0
128 3 - - 0.0
512 256 - - 0.5
Speed Branch (RGB/Depth) 256 256 - - 0.5
256 1 - - 0.0
Join (Speeds) 1+1 256 - - 0.0
256 128 - - 0.0
Final Speed 128 128 - - 0.0
128 1 - - 0.0

Table 2.3: The parameters of multimodal CIL network following late fusion scheme.
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Figure 2.2: Network Architectures - we explore RGBD from the perspective of early,
mid, and late fusion of the RGB and Depth (D) modalities. (1) Early Fusion: the raw
RGB and D channels are concatenated as one input for the CIL architecture; (2) Mid
Fusion: intermediate CIL feature layers from RGB and D streams are fused; (3) Late
Fusion: the output (maneuver controls) of the RGB and D CIL streams are fused to
output the final values after further neural processing.

2.4 Experiments

We start by summarizing the environment we use for our experiments, i.e., CARLA
simulator in Section 2.4.1. Next, we describe the dataset we use for training our Al
drivers in Section 2.4.2, the training protocol that we follow in Section 2.4.3, and
the driving benchmark available in CARLA in Section 2.4.4. Finally, we present and
discuss the obtained results in Section 2.4.5.

2.4.1 Environment

In order to conduct our experiments, we rely on the open-source driving simulator
CARLA [50]. There are several reasons: 1) many previous works on end-to-end driv-
ing rely on CARLA [39,104,105,118, 141,150, 178], thus it facilitates the comparison
between our results and the previous literature; 2) developing AVs requires a lot of
supports from humans and material resources. In particular, for some dangerous
scenarios, directly collecting data or conducting experiments by human drivers in
the physical world are very risky, which encourages research that relies on simula-
tors for preliminary assessments; 3) it is demonstrated in [38] that current offline
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Figure 2.3: Bird-eye View road maps of Town 1 (left) and Town 2 (right).

Training Validation Testing
(dataset) (episodes) (episodes)
Wet cloudy noon
Soft rainy sunset Towns
Clear noon 1&2 Towns
Clear after rain 1&2
Town 1
Clear sunset
Heavy rain noon

Table 2.4: Training, validation, and testing settings. Training is based on a pre-
recorded dataset. Validation and testing are based on actual driving episodes. Grey
means ‘not used.

evaluation metrics (i.e., based on static datasets) for assessing end-to-end driving
models do not correlate well with actual driving, which is also observed in [17]. With
the above considerations, it is necessary to perform driving models in an onboard
driving regime, which is possible in a realistic simulator such as CARLA.

Briefly, CARLA (version 0.8.6) contains two towns, called Town 1 and Town 2
(Figure 2.3), which are based on two-directional roads (single-lane) with turns and
intersections, buildings, vegetation, urban furniture, traffic signs, traffic lights, and
dynamic objects such as vehicles and pedestrians. Town 1 deploys 2.9 km of road
and 12 intersections, while Town 2 contains 1.4 km of road and 8 intersections. The
different towns are set to be traveled under six different weather conditions (Figure

2.4): ‘clear noon), ‘clear after rain’, ‘heavy rain noon’, and ‘clear sunset’, ‘wet cloudy
noon’ and ‘soft rainy sunset’.
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Figure 2.4: Top, from Town 1: clear noon (left) and clear after rain (right). Middle,
from Town 1: heavy rain noon (left) and clear sunset (right). Bottom, from Town 2:
wet cloudy noon (left) and soft rainy sunset (right).
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2.4.2 Training Dataset

In order to train our CNNs, we use the same dataset as in [38] which corresponds
to 25 hours of driving in Town 1, balancing weather conditions (Table 2.4). Briefly,
this dataset was collected by a hard-coded autopilot with access to all the privileged
information of CARLA required for driving like an expert. The autopilot kept a
constant speed of 35 km/h when driving straight and reduced the speed when
making turns. Images were recorded at 20fps from three cameras: a central forward-
facing one and two lateral cameras facing 30° left and right. The central camera
is the only one used for the actual driving test, while the images coming from the
lateral cameras are used during data collection and only at training time to simulate
episodes of recovering from driving errors as can be done with real cars [20] (the
protocol for injecting noise follows [39]). Overall, the dataset contains ~ 2.5 millions
of RGB images of 800 x 600 pixels resolution, with associated ground truth (see Figure
2.5) consisting of corresponding images of dense depth and pixel-wise semantic
classes (semantic segmentation), as well as meta-information consists of the high-
level commands provided by the navigation system (continue in the lane, at next
intersection go straight/turn left/turn right), and the state measurements of the
vehicle such as speed, steering angle, throttle, and brake. In this work, we use perfect
semantic segmentation to develop an upper-bound driver. Since we focus on end-
to-end driving, the twelve semantic classes of CARLA are mapped to five which
we consider sufficient to develop such an upper-bound. In particular, we keep the
original road-surface, vehicle, and pedestrian, while lane-marking and sidewalk are
mapped as lane-limits (Town 1 and Town 2 only include two-directional (single-
lane) roads, separated by double solid lines), and the remaining seven classes are
mapped as other.

Focusing on depth information, as is common in the literature, we assume that
RGB images have associated dense depth information; for instance, Premebida et
al. [134] obtained depth information from LiDAR point clouds. In CARLA, the depth
ground truth is extremely accurate since it comes directly from the Z-buffer used
during simulation rendering. In particular, depth values run from 0 to 1,000 meters
and are codified with 24 bits, which means that depth precision is of ~ 1/20 mm.
This distance range coverage and depth precision are far beyond what even active
sensors can provide. Therefore, we post-process depth data to make it more realistic.
In particular, we take as a realistic sensor reference the Velodyne information of the
KITTTI dataset [60]. First, we trim depth values to consider only those within the 1
to 100 meters interval, i.e., pixels of the depth image with values outside this range
are considered as not having depth information. Second, we re-quantify the depth
values to have an accuracy of ~ 4 cm. Third, we perform inpainting to fill in the
pixels with no information. Finally, we apply a median filter to avoid having perfect
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Figure 2.5: Top: original RGB image and semantic segmentation ground truth
(for the five considered classes); Bottom from left to right: CARLA depth ground
truth, post-processed to be closer to the capabilities of an active depth Sensor, and
monocular depth estimation from a model trained using such a depth.

depth boundaries between objects. The new depth images are used both during
training and testing. Figure 2.5 shows an example of a depth image from CARLA
and its corresponding post-processed version.

2.4.3 Training Protocol

All CIL models in this work rely on the same training protocol, partially following [39].
In all CIL models, original sensor channels (R/G/B/D) are trimmed to remove the
sky and very close areas (top and bottom part of the channels), and down-scaled to
finally obtain channels of 200 x 88 pixel resolution. In our initial experiments, we
found that traditional photometric and geometric recipes for data augmentation
were not providing better driving models, thus, we do not use them. Dropout is
not used in convolutional layers, while it is used in some fully connected layers as
detailed in Table 2.1, Table 2.2 and Table 2.3.

During the training, we use the Adam optimizer with 120 training samples per
iteration (minibatch), an initial learning rate of 0.0002, which decreased to half each
50K iterations. Minibatches are balanced in terms of per A€ branch samples. We set
w = (0.5,0.45,0.05) to weight the control signals (action) in the loss function. Action
and speed losses are balanced by 8 = 0.95. For selecting the best intermediate
model of a training run, we do 500K iterations monitoring a validation performance
measurement, Vp, each 100K iterations (thus, five times). The intermediate model
with the highest Vp is selected as the resulting model of the training run. Since CIL
models are trained from scratch, variability is expected in their performance. Thus,
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for each type of model, we perform five training runs, finally selecting the model
with the highest Vp.

Using Table 2.4 as a reference, we define Vp to balance training-validation
differences in terms of town and weather conditions. In particular, we use Vp =
0.25V,, +0.25V; +0.50V,,;; where V,, is the success rate when validating in Town 1
and ‘soft rainy sunset’ weather (not included in training data), V; is a success rate
when validating in Town 2 (not included in training data) and ‘clear noon’ weather
(included in training data), and V,,; stands for success rate when validating in
Town 2 and ‘soft rainy sunset’ (neither town nor weather is part of the training data).
Therefore, note that Vp is a weighted success rate based on 75 episodes.

2.4.4 Driving Benchmark

CARLA was deployed as a benchmark with infrastructures for assessing the per-
formance of Al drivers [50], which has been widely used in the related literature.
For comparison, we test our models on the same benchmark. Four driving tasks of
increasing difficulty are defined:

e straight: the destination point is straight ahead from the starting point, with
no dynamic objects;

¢ one turn: the destination is one turn away from the starting point, with no
dynamic objects;

* navigation: the route of the episodes consists of more turns, with no dynamic
objects;

* navigation with dynamic obstacles: the route of the episodes consists of more
turns, as well as dynamic objects.

For each driving task, an Al driver is assessed over a total of E7 driving episodes.
Each episode has different starting and destination points with an associated topo-
logical route. An episode is considered as successful if the Al driver completes the
route within a time budget. Collisions do not lead to the termination of an episode
unless the AV runs in time-out as a consequence. If we term as Eg the total number
of successfully completed episodes by the assessed Al driver, then its success rate
is defined as 100 x (Es/E7). Et is determined by the selected town and weather
conditions.

Table 2.4 shows how the benchmark organizes towns and weather conditions
for training, validation, and testing. Irrespective of the town and weather, validation
and testing are always based on episodes, but not in pre-recorded datasets, while
training requires pre-recording a dataset. Validation is performed to select a driving
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RGB Active Estimation
D EF MF LF D EF

48 74 91 61 60 51 42
36 67 71 71 63 49 44
46 73 75 58 67 46 51
40 68 71 74 60 59 46
36 68 77 52 62 51 49

QL = W N =

Table 2.5: Vp for five training runs for RGB only, Depth (D) only, and RGBD com-
bined by early (EF), mid (MF), or late (LF) fusion. Depth: from an active sensor or
estimated from RGB images.

model among those trained as different trials from the same training dataset, while
testing is performed by actually running the benchmark for the selected models.

Regarding town and weather conditions, the benchmark establishes four main
town-weather blocks under which the four driving tasks need to be tested, assuming
25 episodes for each considered weather. Therefore, for each block, the Et value is
different as we can deduce from Table 2.4. In particular, these are the town-weather
blocks defined in the benchmark with their respective E7 value:

* Training conditions.: driving (i.e., running the episodes) in the same condi-
tions as the training set (Town 1, four weather conditions), thus, E7 = 100;

e New town: driving under the four weather conditions of the training set but
in Town 2, E7 = 100;

* New weather: driving in Town 1 but under the two weather conditions not
seen at training time, E7 = 50;

* New town & weather: driving in conditions not included in the training set
(Town 2, two weather conditions), Er = 50.

2.4.5 Experimental Results

We start the analysis of the experimental results from Table 2.5, which is produced
during training and selection of the best-trained CIL models. We focus first on
RGB data, as well as depth based on the post-processed CARLA depth ground truth,
termed here as active depth (Section 2.4.2) since its accuracy and covered depth
range is characteristic of active sensors (e.g., LIDAR). We see that the best (among
five training runs) validation performance Vp is 48% when using RGB data only.
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Active Estimated
Task SS RGB D EF MF LF D EF
Training Conditions
Straight 98.00+1.73 96.33+1.53 98.67+1.53 98.33+0.58 92.33+2.08 99.00+0.00 92.33+1.15 97.33+1.15
One turn 100.00+£0.00  95.00+0.00 92.00+£0.00 99.00+0.00 91.67+2.08 90.33+0.58 84.67+1.15 96.33+1.53
Navigation 96.00+0.00 89.00+2.00 89.33+£2.08 92.67+1.15 90.67+1.15 93.67+0.58 75.33+1.15 94.33+0.58
Nav.Dynamic 92.00+1.00 84.00+2.00 82.67+0.58 89.33+0.58 78.33+2.89 89.00+2.65 71.00+1.00 89.67+1.15
New Weather
Straight 100.00+0.00 84.00+0.00 99.33+1.15 96.00+2.00 94.67+3.06 96.00+£0.00 92.00+2.00 84.67+1.15
One turn 100.00+0.00 76.67+4.16 94.67+2.31 94.67+2.31 94.00+2.00 92.00+2.00 93.33+2.31 80.67+1.15
Navigation 9533+1.15 72.67+231 89.33+1.15 91.33+£231 90.67+3.06 96.00+0.00 73.33+2.31 80.67+5.03
Nav.Dynamic 92.67+1.15 68.67+4.62 90.00+2.00 86.00+4.00 80.67+3.06 92.67+3.06 76.67+4.16 77.33+6.11
New Town
Straight 100.00+0.00 84.00+2.00 94.33+0.58 96.33+0.58 87.00+1.00 77.00+£0.00 7833+1.53 71.67+2.08
One turn 96.67+0.58 68.00+£1.00 74.33+2.52 79.00+1.73 78.00+2.65 58.67+2.08 46.33+1.15 47.00+1.00
Navigation 96.00+0.00 59.67+3.06 85.33+1.15 90.00+2.00 80.67+0.58 52.33+0.58 45.67+3.06 46.67+3.06
Nav.Dynamic 99.33+0.58 54.33+3.79 70.33+1.15 84.33+2.52 73.67+2.52 55.67+2.31 44.33+2.52 46.67+4.04
New Town & Weather

Straight 100.00+0.00 84.67+1.15 97.33+1.15 97.33+231 88.67+1.15 97.33+1.15 78.00+0.00 89.33+1.15
One turn 96.00+£0.00 66.67+4.62 72.67+1.15 82.67+231 69.33+3.06 67.33+2.31 62.67+1.15 64.00+3.46
Navigation 96.00+0.00 57.33+6.11 84.00+£3.46 92.67+3.06 78.67+3.06 72.67+1.15 55.33+£6.11 60.67+2.31

Nav.Dynamic 98.00+2.00 46.67+6.43 69.33+2.31 94.00+0.00 73.33+3.06 73.33+2.31 54.00+£4.00 49.33+3.06

Table 2.6: Mean and standard deviation of success rates on the original CARLA
Benchmark, by running it three times. CIL based on perfect semantic segmentation
(SS) acts as an upper bound. Excluding SS, for models tested under the same envi-
ronment and traffic conditions, we show in bold the higher means and underline
similar success rates considering standard deviations as well.

Thus this corresponding CIL model is used as an RGB-based driver in the following
experiments. Analogously, for the case of using only active depth (D), the best
CIL reports performance of 74%. The best performances for early fusion (EF), mid
fusion (MF), and late fusion (LF) are 91%, 74%, and 67%, respectively. Analogously,
the corresponding CIL models are taken as drivers for the following experiments.
Table 2.6 reports the performance of the selected models according to the orig-
inal CARLA benchmark. We have included a model trained on perfect semantic
segmentation (SS) according to the five classes considered for autonomous driving
(see Figure 2.5). This model is considered the upper-bound model. Indeed, its
performance is most of the time = 96, reaching 100 several times. This also confirms
that provided there is a proper input, the CIL model is able to drive properly in
CARILA conditions. We can see that only active depth is already powerful informa-
tion for end-to-end driving, clearly outperforming RGB in non-training conditions.
However, in most cases, RGBD outperforms the use of only RGB or only D. The
clearest case is for new town and weather with dynamic objects, i.e., for the most
challenging conditions, where using only RGB as input reaches a success rate of
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Task MP RL CAL CIRL MT Active EF MP RL CAL CIRL MT Active EF
Training Conditions New Town
Straight 98 89 100 98 98  98.33+0.58 92 74 93 100 100 96.33+0.58
One turn 82 34 97 97 87  99.00+0.00 61 12 82 71 81 79.00+£1.73
Navigation 80 14 92 93 81  92.67+1.15 24 3 70 53 72 90.00 +2.00
Nav.dynamic 77 7 83 82 81 89.33+0.58 24 2 64 41 53  84.33+2.52
New Weather New Town & Weather

Straight 100 86 100 100 100 96.00+2.00 50 68 94 98 96 97.33+231
One turn 95 16 96 94 88 94.67+2.31 50 20 72 82 82 82.67+231
Navigation 9 2 90 86 88  91.33+2.31 47 6 68 68 78  92.67 +3.06
Nav.dynamic 89 2 82 80 80  86.00+4.00 44 4 64 62 62 94.00+0.00

Table 2.7: Success rate comparison with previous methods (see main text).

Km per Event RGB Active D Active EF
Infraction Sidewalk 0.86+0.10 35.80+1.30 16.76+5.54
Opposite lane 0.73+£0.04 1.65+0.24 3.29+£1.96

Driven Km (Perfect driving: 17.30 Km) 13.62+0.67 35.80+1.30 20.22+0.54

Table 2.8: Infractions on dynamic navigation in new town & weather.

46.67 £6.43, and using only D as input reaches 69.33 + 2.31, but the multimodal one
following early fusion scheme achieves the success rate of 94.00 + 0.00. For a new
town (irrespective of the weather conditions) early fusion clearly outperforms mid
and late fusion. In any case, it is clear that multimodality improves CIL performance
with respect to a single modality, which is the main question we want to answer in
this work.

In order to further analyze the goodness of multimodality, we compare it to
previous single-modality methods (see Section 2.2). Not all the corresponding pa-
pers provide details about the training methodology or training datasets; thus, this
comparison is solely based on the reported performances on the original CARLA
benchmark and can only be taken as an additional reference about the goodness
of multimodality. Consider that early fusion is the smaller CNN architecture in
terms of parameters, thus, we take this model for comparison. Table 2.7 shows
the results. MP and RL stand for modular perception and reinforcement learning,
respectively. The reported results are reproduced from [50]. CAL stands for condi-
tional affordance learning and the results are reproduced from [150]. CIRL stands
for controllable imitative reinforcement learning and the results are reproduced
from [105]. Finally, MT stands for multi-task learning, and the results are repro-
duced from [104]. We see how, in the presence of dynamic traffic participants, the



2.4 Experiments

RGBD early fusion (with active depth) is the model with a higher success rate on the
original CARLA benchmark. On the other hand, such an early fusion approach can
be combined with CAL or CIRL methods, since they are totally compatible. We think
that this comparison with previous works reinforces the idea that multimodality
can help end-to-end driving.

Once it is clear that multimodality is beneficial for end-to-end driving, in this
context we can raise the question of Whether monocular depth estimation [64, 70,
112, 187] can be as effective as depth coming from active sensors? In the former
case, it corresponds to a multisensory multimodal approach, while the latter case
corresponds to a single-sensor multimodal approach in which both RGB and depth
come from the same camera sensor (depth is estimated from RGB). In order to carry
out a proof-of-concept, we use a monocular depth estimation model [70] (which
was a SOTA model at the moment of its publication) fine-tuned on the CARLA
training dataset. More specifically, the dataset used for training the multimodal
CIL models is also used to fine-tune our monocular depth estimation model, i.e.,
using the post-processed depth channels and corresponding RGB images. Figure
2.5 shows an example of monocular depth estimation.

Analogously to the experiments shown so far, we train a CIL model based on
the estimated depth as well as on the corresponding multimodal (RGBD) fusion. In
order to reduce the burden of experiments, we use early fusion since it achieves the
best performance for the active depth case. The training performances for model
selection can be seen in Table 2.5. We use the CIL models of Vp 59% and 51%,
respectively. In validation terms, such performances are already clearly worse than
the analogous based on active depth. Table 2.6 shows the results of the original
CARLA benchmark. Indeed, these are worse than using active depth, however, when
remaining in the training conditions, monocular-based EF outperforms depth and
RGB alone, and in fact, shows similar performance as active depth. This is not the
case when we change from training conditions to the others, since monocular depth
estimation itself does not perform equally well in this case, and so happens to EE
However, we think that this single-sensor multimodal setting is worth pursuing.
Moreover, although it is out of the scope of this work, we think that performing
end-to-end driving may be a good protocol for evaluating depth estimation models
beyond the static metrics currently used, which are agnostic to the task in which
depth estimation is going to be used. Note that even for evaluating the driving
performance of end-to-end driving models, it has been shown that relying only on
static evaluations may be misleading [17, 38].

Finally, for the RGB, Active D, and EF models, we assess additional infractions
for the new town and weather with dynamic objects. Table 2.8 shows the driven Km
per infraction of each model. Note that not all such infractions imply an accident
stopping the AV. For instance, the AV can run into an opposite lane a bit without
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crashing with other vehicles. As a reference, we also show the amount of driven
Km on which these measurements are based. All models are supposed to complete
the same testing routes (i.e., same total Km), termed as perfect driving in Table 2.8.
However, if a model fails to follow the right path at an intersection the route would
be recomputed, thus, it needs to drive more Km to reach the destination. On the
contrary;, if it fails to complete the routes, the driven Km will be lower. We see that
RGB and Active EF models are not far, but Active D fails very much at taking the
right path at intersections. RGB performs the worst in all metrics. The Active D
model does not run over the sidewalk and uses the curbside as a cue, which also
helps with lane keeping except at intersections. Active EF shows a good equilibrium
between RGB and Active depth single-modality models.

2.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, we compare single- and multimodal perception data for end-to-
end driving. As for multimodal perception data, we focus on RGB and depth,
since they are usually available in autonomous vehicles through the presence of
cameras and active sensors such as LiDAR. As for the end-to-end driving model, we
use branched conditional imitation learning (CIL). Relying on a well-established
simulation environment, CARLA, we assess the driving performance of single-
modal (RGB, depth) CIL models, as well as multimodal CIL models according to
early, mid, and late fusion schemes. In all cases, the depth information available in
CARLA is post-processed to obtain a more realistic range of distances and depth
accuracy. This depth is also used to train a depth estimation model so that the
experiments cover multimodality not only based on a multisensory setting (RGB
and active depth) but also based on a single-sensor setting (RGB and estimated
depth). Overall, the experiments clearly lead us to conclude that multimodality
(RGBD) is indeed a beneficial approach for end-to-end driving. In the future, we
plan to follow this line of work, considering other sources of multi-modality usually
available in modern vehicles, such as GNSS information, which even though usually
noisy, eventually can complement direct scene sensing.



13 Action-based Representation Learning for

Autonomous Driving

3.1 Introduction

The development of autonomous vehicles (AVs) is a significant multidisciplinary
challenge. Currently, the main paradigm being pursued in developing AVs follows a
traditional divide-&-conquer engineering strategy. In particular, modular pipelines
are proposed with key modules for perception, route planning, and maneuver con-
trol, among others [197]. In turn, these modules may be composed to deal with
different tasks, e.g., perception encompasses object detection and tracking, seman-
tic class/instance segmentation, etc. [85]. These tasks rely on models trained from
data using modern deep learning techniques [68]. Following such a data-driven
approach is not a problem in itself since it is possible to collect petabytes of onboard
data (raw sensor data, vehicle state variables, etc). Continuously, not only from fleets
of AVs under development but also from sensorized human-driven vehicles under
naturalistic driving. However, in practice, the best-performing models arise from
supervised deep learning, and this means that the raw data must be augmented
with ground truth, which is collected through time-consuming and costly human
labeling (e.g., bounding boxes, object silhouettes, etc).

The data labeling bottleneck associated with these approaches has caused the
idea of end-to-end driving [100,131] to receive renewed interest [3,20,39,40,77,188].
In this paradigm a deep model is trained to directly control an AV from input raw
sensor data (mainly images), i.e., without a clear separation between perception
and maneuver planning, and without explicit intermediate perceptual tasks to
be solved. In this pure data-centered approach, the supervision required to train
deep end-to-end driving models does not come from human labeling; instead, the
vehicle’s state variables, which can be automatically collected from fleets of human-
driven vehicles, are used as supervision (e.g., speed, steering angle, acceleration,
braking). These models are mainly trained by behavior cloning (BC) of human
driving experiences. However, despite the undeniable good performance shown
by end-to-end driving models, their reliability is controversial, due in particular to
the difficulty of interpreting the relationship between inferred driving actions and
image content [44], as well as training instabilities [40].

A different paradigm, conceptually midway between pure modular and end-to-
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end driving, is the so-called direct perception approach [26, 150], which focuses
on learning deep models to predict driving affordances, from which an additional
controller can maneuver the AV. In general, such affordances can be understood as
arelatively small set of interpretable variables describing events that are relevant for
an agent acting in an environment [62]. Driving affordances bring interpretability
while only requiring weak supervision, in particular, human labeling just at the
image level (i.e., not pixel-wise).

In this chapter , we show that action-based methods, that focus on predicting
the control actions, such as end-to-end driving trained with BC, can be an effective
pre-training strategy for learning a direct perception model (Figure 3.2). This strat-
egy enables a significant reduction in the number of labeled images required to train
such a model. Overall, this means that we can leverage the data collected by fleets
of human-driven vehicles for training interpretable driving models, thus, keeping a
major advantage of modular pipelines while reducing data supervision (i.e.,, human
labeling). Further, our approach improves over other recent pre-training proposals
such as contrastive methods [4] and even over ImageNet (supervised) pre-training.
We also show that learning from expert data in our approach leads to better rep-
resentations compared to training inverse dynamics models using the approach
in [1]. This shows that expert driving data (i.e., coming from human drivers) is an
important source for representation learning. As is a common practice nowadays,
we run our experiments in the CARLA simulator [50]. To the best of our knowledge,
we are the first to show that expert demonstrations can act as an effective action-
based representation learning technique. This constitutes the primary contribution
of this work.

We present the work as follows. First, we review the related work in Section
3.2. Then, we present our main method of learning representation using end-
to-end models with action-based supervision in Section 3.3. In Section 3.4, we
summarize the experimental setting and the obtained results. Finally, we draw the
main conclusions and future work in Section 3.5.

3.2 Related Work

Since human-based data labeling is a general problem for all kinds of new data-
intensive applications, not only for autonomous driving, learning representations
for deep models with the support of weak supervision and self-supervision are open
challenges that attract great interest.

In the autonomous driving context, the use of driving affordances [26, 150]
allows for weak supervision since only human labeling at the image level is required.
Based on these interpretable affordances a controller is tuned to drive. Since [150]
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focuses on urban driving using the CARLA simulator, inspired by this work, we have
defined four affordances to consider the explicit detection of hazards involving
pedestrians and vehicles, respecting traffic lights, and considering the heading of
the vehicle within the current lane. Defining the best set of affordances to drive is
not the focus of this work , but we have chosen a reasonable set.

In order to solve visual tasks, we can find self-supervision based on auxiliary
and relatively simple (pretext) tasks such as learning colorization [99], rotations
[56,63,189], shuffling cues [114], or solving a jigsaw puzzle of image parts [123]; it
has been shown that self-supervision can match traditional ImageNet (supervised)
pre-training provided one works with large enough CNNs [95], although it has been
argued that these proxy tasks are not sufficiently hard so as to fully exploit large
unsupervised datasets [67]. Another branch of self-supervised learning is based
on contrastive methods [31, 72, 124], which learn representations by comparing
data pairs. While in these methods, supervision is based on different ways of
transforming or comparing the input data itself, in this work, supervision comes in
the form of expert driver actions. In fact, we include in our study a recent contrastive
method, ST-DIM, designed in the context of playing Atari games [4], adapted to
actions required for driving. We will see how action-based representation learning
outperforms ST-DIM as a representation learning strategy to infer affordances.

In fact, in a perceive-&-act context, dynamics learning [37,73] and inverse dy-
namics [1, 127, 157] can be used as action-based supervision strategy. Broadly
speaking, being able to predict the next states of an agent or the action between
state transitions, yields useful representations. This action-centric approach to
supervision is in line with our work. Thus, our study includes experiments with
different inverse and forward dynamics supervision strategies. We show the im-
portance of those strategies in the autonomous driving context. However, different
than previous work, we empirically demonstrate that expert actions yield a better
representation learning than random actions used in [1].

Finally, it is also worth mentioning teacher-student strategies [28,200] which
allow one to train an end-to-end driving student model from a teacher model. In this
case, even if the student is end-to-end, the data labeling bottleneck arises during the
supervised training of the teacher, which requires bounding boxes and/or semantic
segmentation. Since the student is still an end-to-end driving model, the issue of
interpretability once this model is deployed in the AV still would remain open.
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Figure 3.2: Approach overview: (a) an encoder is trained following an end-to-end
driving setting (e.g., using BC or inverse model); (b) this pre-trained encoder and a
multi-layer perceptron (MLP) are used for predicting affordances. The affordances
are used as input to a simple PID controller to drive the vehicle.

3.3 Action-based Representation Learning

3.3.1 Overall Approach

As can be seen in Figure 3.2, we study our action-based representation learning

strategy by learning affordances in two stages. The first stage relies on non-manually
40
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labeled data to learn a representation (encoder). We will consider different methods
to learn this representation (Section 3.3.2), all of them based on predicting driving
actions from onboard data. The second stage uses this pre-trained representation
together with a multi-layer perceptron (MLP) to learn the considered affordances
(Section 3.3.3).

Therefore, for the first stage of our approach, we assume that we have access to
a sequence of N,, data samples 2% = {d t}It\Q‘l, which have been acquired on board
a human-driven sensorized vehicle but without human labeling. Thus, we have
d; = {o;, a;}, where o; and a; are respectively, at a certain time ¢, the observation
acquired by the vehicle’s sensors and the driving action taken by the expert driver.
We must understand that a; is the expert reaction to the environment when oy
was acquired. In general, we will have different 2* sequences acquired at different
driving runs, however, without losing generality and for the sake of keeping a
simpler notation, we can assume all of them appended in one single sequence. In
this work, we assume that each observation o; contains an image capture of the
driving environment, the vehicle speed (v;) at the moment the image is acquired,
and a high level navigation command such as continue in the same lane, or in
the next intersection go straight/left/right, i.e, as introduced in the so-called
conditional imitation learning (CIL) [39] in the form of one-hot vector c¢;. The
corresponding action a; is defined in terms of the steering angle, acceleration, and
break values that must be applied to maneuver the vehicle.

For the second stage of our approach, we assume a relatively small dataset
of on-board images with image-level affordance labeling (weak supervision), i.e.,
9! = {x; ;V:zp with x; = {0}, y;}, being o; the observation and y; the corresponding
affordance labeling. In particular, y; contains variables indicating situations such as
a pedestrian hazard, a vehicle hazard, a red traffic light, and a relative heading angle
(Figure 3.1). In this setting, we can assume that the images used in 2! come from
sub-sequences of 2%, but are selected so that N,,>> N;. Accordingly, the two stages
can be summarized as follows: (1) use 2“ to train a deep encoder hy; (2) use hy and
2! to train a projection network, 8¢, for predicting affordances. For actual driving,
we develop a controller C: g¢(hg(0;)) — ay; i.e., given the affordances gy (hg(0;))
predicted from an observation o, C estimates the action 4; to maneuver the vehicle.
In order to show driving results, we will use a simple PID controller.

3.3.2 Action-based Supervised Stage

At the action-based supervised stage the objective is to train an encoder hg to
produce a set of features z; (encoder’s bottleneck) given an input observation o;.
With this purpose, we have studied some alternatives illustrated in Figure 3.3. At
training time, all of them rely on 2%, but they use different inputs and losses to be
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Figure 3.3: Proposed action-based supervised losses based on expert actions. To
train the encoder hg, these are minimized over the dataset 2%.

minimized. We summarize these alternatives in the following.

Behavior cloning (BC). Common deep architectures trained by BC consist of an
encoder hy extracting features z; from observations o; (i.e., z; = hg(0;)), and a fully-
connected projection network, f,(z;), which predicts an expert action 4, from such
features. In this work , we follow the architecture presented in [40]; however, instead
of using the high-level command (c;) for branching to different projection functions,
since our goal is to pre-train a useful representation not performing actual driving
with it, we use ¢; as part of o;. Therefore, the encoder of [40] is modified to input
the high-level command the same way as the speed variable (v;). The input image
is processed by a ResNet34 backbone. We detail the architecture of our BC encoder
in Figure 3.4. The following alternatives also rely on this encoder architecture.

Inverse model. By considering not only o, but also the subsequent observation
0r+1 as input, we turn BC into an Inverse model [1, 157]. In this case, thinking of
the encoder’s bottleneck as encoding an agent (driver) internal state, the problem
to solve consists of predicting the action that transforms the state z; into the state
z:4+1. Differently than BC, with an inverse model, the actions can come from either
an expert driver or just random roaming (or poor driving).

Forward model. In this case, we want to learn an encoder that is able to output
a state z; = hg(0;) such that, given an action a;, we can predict the future state as
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Figure 3.4: The architecture of the encoder hg. The blue rectangles indicate that the
features are concatenated. The white rectangles indicate fully connected layers.

zt+1 = fwa(zs, ar). However, this can lead to the trivial solution z; = 0 from which
fwa can still produce z;41. Such degenerated encoders hg are of course not of
interest. Therefore, we use the regularization strategy of [1], consisting of adding
also the Inverse model so that the encoded observation z; is able to predict the
action too. Again, the actions can come from either an expert driver or just random
roaming.

3.3.3 Weakly Supervised Stage: Learning Affordances

The affordances used in this work (Figure 3.1) consider explicit detection of hazards
involving pedestrians and vehicles, respecting traffic lights, and considering the
heading of the vehicle within the current lane. More specifically, we have considered
the following four affordances:

* Pedestrian hazard (1 p,). This variable is set to one if there is a pedestrian in
our lane at a distance lower than 10 m; otherwise, is set to zero.

¢ Vehicle hazard (hv;). This variable is set to one if there is a vehicle in our
lane at a distance lower than 10 m; otherwise, is set to zero. Vehicles refer to
cars, vans, motorbikes, and cyclists.

* Red traffic light (i2r ;). This variable is set to one if there is a traffic light in red
affecting our lane at a distance lower than 10 m; otherwise, is set to zero.
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* Relative heading angle (). This variable accounts for the relative angle of
the longitudinal vehicle axis with respect to the lane in which it is navigating.
The variable runs on [—, 1] rad with y; = 0 when the vehicle and lane are
aligned (no matter the lateral vehicle position within the lane).

Note that {hp,, hv,, hr,} are binary variables, so predicting them is a binary
classification problem, while v, is a real number, thus, predicting it is a regression
problem. These binary variables are critical to performing stop-&-go maneuvers
by any controller relying on these affordances, while the regressed angle is critical
to properly navigating without going out of the lane. Overall, the idea behind
these affordances is that those relevant visual competencies for driving emerge
when training the corresponding models; for instance, some kind of pedestrian and
vehicle detection, red traffic light detection, and localization of the vehicle within
the lane for proper navigation.

The affordance prediction model, gy, that predicts {hp,, hv;, hr¢, vy} is ob-
tained by training a MLP, which receives the output from the pre-trained hg(o;) as
input. In Table 3.1, we detail the parameters of network architectures for differ-
ent action-based representation learning approaches, as well as the network for
affordance projection.

3.4 Experiments

3.4.1 Environment

As in most previous works addressing autonomous driving, we perform our experi-
ments and data collection in the CARLA simulator [50], in particular, using version
0.9.6. We rely on the widely used Town 1 for training and the unseen new town
Town 2 for testing.

3.4.2 Training Dataset

In order to collect the action-based supervised dataset (2“) and the weakly super-
vised dataset (2"), we modified the default CARLA’s autopilot for not only recording
o; and a; but also our image-level labeled affordances (y;). We collected ~ 50 hours
of image sequences in Town 1 for training purposes, balancing the training weather
conditions, at 20 fps. In this data collection process, we have three cameras, a
forward-facing (central) camera from which we will drive at testing time, and two
lateral cameras only used for training purposes as in [20, 39]. Thus, in terms of
samples to train hy, we have N, ~ 10,800,000. This dataset plays the role of 2%,

*Classification: M = 2; Regression: M = 1)
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Input Output  Num. of

Module Dimension  Channels Dropout
ResNet 34 200 x 88 x 3 512 0.0
Speed 1 128 0.0
128 128 0.0
Command 4 128 0.0
128 128 0.0
Join 512+128+128 512 0.0
512 256 0.0
Action Branch 256 256 0.5
256 3 0.0
512 256 0.0
Speed Branch 256 256 0.5
256 1 0.0

(a) Behavior Cloning (BC)

Input Output  Num. of

Module Dimension  Channels Dropout
ResNet 34 200 x 88 x 3 512 0.0
Speed 1 128 0.0
128 128 0.0
Command 4 128 0.0
128 128 0.0
3 512 0.0
Action (a;) 512 256 0.0
256 512 0.0
Join 512+128+128 512 0.0
Join (Zy, Z+1) 512 +512 512 0.0
512 256 0.0
Action (a;) 256 256 0.5
256 3 0.0
Join (Z;, Action) 512 +512 512 0.0

(c) Forward Model

Input Output Num. of

Module Dimension  Channels Dropout
ResNet 34 200 x 88 x 3 512 0.0
Speed 1 128 0.0
128 128 0.0
Command 4 128 0.0
128 128 0.0
Join 512+128+128 512 0.0
Join (Z;,Zy+1) 512 +512 512 0.0
512 256 0.0
Action (a;) 256 256 0.0
256 3 0.0

(b) Inverse model

Input Output  Num. of

Module Dimension Channels Dropout
512 512 0.0
Affordances 512 256 0.0
256 M* 0.0

(d) Affordances Network

Table 3.1: Network architecture details for the encoders hy: (a) Behavior Cloning,
(b) Inverse model, (c) Forward model and (d) the affordance projection network gy
when fine-tuned for driving.

while to play the role of 2! we selected 2%*’s sub-sequences corresponding to 1%
(30 minutes) and 10% (5 hours) of the total amount. In this case, we only con-
sider images acquired by the central camera; thus, totaling N; ~ 36,000 for 1%
and N; ~ 360,000 for 10%. These sub-sequences were selected semi-randomly to
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ensure that jointly form a dataset where the relative heading angle approximates
a Gaussian distribution centered at ¥, = 0. Finally, for testing purposes, two new
datasets were collected, namely, by driving ~ 1 hour in Town 1 and also ~ 1 hour
in Town 2. This driving was balanced among all weather conditions, and only the
central camera is considered; thus, for each town we have ~ 72,000 images.
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Figure 3.5: The histogram and distribution of affordances on the ~ 30 minutes
training dataset.

For reference, in Figure 3.5, we show the histogram and distributions of the 1%
(30 minutes) 2! dataset, which was used for training the affordances prediction
network gy. This dataset is a subset of the full 50 hours dataset, carefully sampled
to maintain similar distribution as the full dataset. Note that for the hazard cases in
traffic, the samples of False are more than True, which is reasonable since it is the
norm in actual daily driving.

3.4.3 Training Protocal

Baselines. In Section 3.3.2 we have presented the action-based pre-training strate-
gies for hy that we want to study. In addition, we have incorporated ST-DIM [4], a
contrastive representation learning baseline used by agents playing Atari games.
We have modified the code provided by the authors just to include ResNet34 as
the backbone, i.e., as for the rest of the pre-training strategies. In short, ST-DIM is
trained to answer if two frames are consecutive or not, without any action-related
information involved. Moreover, for the Inverse, Forward, and ST-DIM strategies,
we have included seldom variants that require collecting additional ~ 20 hours of
image sequences in Town 1. However, in this case, instead of relying on our expert
driver autopilot, the driving was random; thus, eventually running into accidents,
driving over the sidewalk, in the wrong lane, efc. In short, navigating by random ac-
tions. As additional baselines, we have used ImageNet and no pre-training (random
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initialization).

Training Details. We train the encoder /g for 100K iterations (mini-batches) using
2%, Then, using @ ! we train the affordance prediction model, g4, for 20K iterations,
no matter if this stage relies on linear classification/regression or fine-tuning. These
iteration values were found by preliminary experiments where we monitored train-
ing convergence. When 2! assumes 10% of the dataset, we iterated 100K. In all
cases, we used the Adam optimizer with an initial learning rate of 0.0002 and batch
size of 120. Moreover, for any kind of training, after 75K iterations, the learning rate
becomes half. As observed in [40], we saw a meaningful random seed variation
for training the encoders. Thus, for obtaining reliable results, we repeat both the
encoder and affordance training over three different random seeds and pick up the
model with the best performance on training town for driving.

3.4.4 Evaluation Metrics

Linear Probing. We start by evaluating the representation learning capabilities
of action-based methods using the commonly applied linear probing technique
[2,31, 74, 124]. This can be seen as an offline evaluation to assess the trained
encoder hy. More specifically, using a frozen hg as a feature extractor, we train a
linear classifier to predict affordances with an affordance dataset 2 = 1%. Each
trained model is tested in the ~ 1 hour static testing sets for both Town 1 and Town 2,
while we take Town 2 results as our main analysis since it is an unseen town during
training. In order to assess the performance of binary-affordance models we use
the F1-score, while for assessing the performance of the relative heading angle, we
use MAE. For better analysis, we divide the relative heading angle into three cases,
left turn, straight and right turn, according to the navigation situation. We consider
as left regime those cases where the relative heading angle ground truth is lower
than —0.1 rad, as right regime when it is larger than 0.1 rad, and as straight regime
otherwise.

NoCrash Benchmark. For online evaluation, we fine-tune the encoder network /gy
using three layers as the projection gy to output the affordances needed for a PID
controller. We assess the driving performance on the CARLA NoCrash benchmark
[40], which mainly focuses on the capabilities of models to drive in the presence
of pedestrians and vehicles. The objective is to complete a set of goal-oriented
episodes without crashing. In other words, once the Al driver crashes an obstacle
(i.e. pedestrian, vehicle, or static asset), the episode is terminated and considered a
failure case. This makes the biggest difference from the original CARLA benchmark,
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where the Al driver was still able to continue driving even if it hit other objects.
Moreover, instead of assessing four tasks of Straight, One Turn, Navigation, Dynamic
Navigation from the CARLA default benchmark, NoCrash consists of three tasks
with increasing levels of difficulty: Empty, Regular, and Dense, according to the
number of dynamic objects in the scene (i.e., pedestrians and vehicles).

We updated the CARLA NoCrash benchmark to CARLA 0.9.6 version augmented
with the new pedestrian crossing algorithms (recently incorporated into the last
CARLA version). CARLA 0.9.6 version has some differences compared with CARLA
0.8.4, in which the main one is related to pedestrians. More specifically, at present,
pedestrians are capable to cross roads at intersections, which was not possible in
the old version. In addition, they are able to cross roads in groups and are more
equally spread over the town. As a consequence, it is necessary to change the
number of pedestrians spawned in the town in order to reproduce the benchmark
from version 0.8.4. For the regular task, we increased the number of pedestrians
from 50 to 125 for Town 1, and 50 to 100 for Town 2. In dense task, we increased
from 250 to 400 for Town 1, and from 150 to 300 for Town 2.

The routes have been also changed since the new API allowed a much more
controlled sampling of the routes to be used on the benchmark. Thus, we made
some changes in the routes to guarantee they followed the restrictions described
in [50]. We restrict at least 1000 meters distance between the start and end points
for Town 1 and 500 for Town 2.

The visuals also have been slightly changed especially with respect to the dy-
namic obstacles. We can see in Figure 3.6 some new features of the benchmark that
are present in version 0.9.6. At present, the vehicles include bikes, motorbikes, and
infant pedestrians. Our update was analogous to the one done by [28], however,
instead of implementing it ourselves, we added to version 0.9.6 the pedestrian
navigation algorithm provided by the official CARLA 0.9.7 version. Note that for this
work, the version used was still CARLA 0.9.6, while only the pedestrian navigation
from 0.9.7 was added. We decided to stay on version 0.9.6 since newer versions of
CARLA have incorporated major differences in traffic management that drastically
changed vehicle behavior.

Controller. In order to perform driving evaluations, we have tuned a PID controller
that takes the estimated affordances as input and outputs the action commands
(ay) to control the AV. Given a set of perfect affordances (i.e., those labeled as
ground truth) at time ¢, {y (1), hv(t), hp(t), hr (1)}, the controller outputs an action
a(t) defined by {S(¢), T (1), B(?)}, i.e., steering, throttle, and break, respectively. In
particular, for lateral control (i.e., S(#)) and for longitudinal control (i.e., T(¢) and
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Figure 3.6: New types of vehicles and pedestrians present on the updated CARLA
0.9.6 version of the benchmark. Left: motorbikes were not included in the previous
benchmark. Middle: children are added as part of pedestrians. Right: pedestrians
are able to better agglomerate when crossing roads.

1 Binary Affordances | Relative Angle (y/1)
Pre-training Pedestrian (hp)  Vehicle (hv)  Red T.L. (hr) Left Turn Straight Right Turn
No pre-training 26+0 50+1 4240 11.38+0.18 1.85+0.03 24.68+0.03
ImageNet 37+2 75+0 4710 11.69+£0.57 2.83+0.07 25.55+0.10
Contrastive (ST-DIM) 47+1 53+0 5310 10.43+£0.21 2.62+0.03 18.75+0.23
Forward 50+0 63+0 60+0 5.35+0.03 0.52+0.00 6.61+0.03
Inverse 49+0 78+0 70+0 3.57+0.03 0.46 +0.00 3.78+0.06
Behavior Cloning (BC) 47+0 81+0 75+0 4.89+£0.03 1.24+0.03 6.25+0.10

Table 3.2: Linear probing results in unseen Town 2. Left: F1 score for the binary
affordances (higher is better). Results are scaled by 100 for visualization purposes.
Right: MAE of the relative angle (lower is better), shown for different navigation
maneuvers. MAE is shown in degrees for an easier understanding.

B(1)) we use the following PID-based equations:

t
S(t) = PID(/(1)) = Ky (1) + K; f y)dr + Ky "’i)

B(t) = max(hr(t), hp(t), hv(1),
T(t) = PID(0if B(t) >0, v otherwise),

where the hazard functions either equal to 1 or 0, and v is the target maximum speed,
20Km/h in these experiments. We tuned the constants Ky, K;, and K; in Town 1 to
obtain a perfect driving (no errors, all episodes completed) for the dense condition
of the NoCrash benchmark provided we use ground truth (perfect) affordances. We
did it in that way to provide a driving evaluation directly depending on the quality
of the affordance predictions, not in the controller itself since it is not the focus of
this work.
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1 Binary Affordances | Relative Angle (y¢)
Pre-training Pedestrian (hp) ~ Vehicle (hv)  Red T.L. (hr) Left Turn Straight Right Turn
No pre-training 26+0 50+1 42+0 11.38+0.18 1.85+0.03  24.68+0.03
Contrastive (ST-DIM) 41£0 62+1 63+1 9.01+£0.46 2.77+0.18 18.37+0.45
Contrastive Random (ST-DIM) 39+1 73+1 47+0 9.70£0.41 2.98+0.11 15.89+0.41
Forward 50+0 51+0 58+0 4.87+0.00 0.52+0.00 6.07 +0.06
Forward Random 20+1 38+0 16+0 11.54+0.03 1.20+0.00 19.14+0.00
Inverse 45+0 66+0 73+0 3.02+0.03  0.42+0.03 5.06+0.17
Inverse Random 26+0 49+0 59+0 8.50+0.53 1.45+0.03 13.14+0.34

Table 3.3: Linear probing results comparing encoders trained with random policy
training data versus expert demonstration data. Note that, to provide a fair compar-
ison, the encoders here were trained with 20 hours of data, which are different than
the ones from Table 3.2.

RGB Input

ImageNet
pre-training

BC (50-hours)
pre-training

Pedestrian Hazard Vehicle Hazard Red Traffic Light Navigation

Figure 3.7: Attention heatmaps. Top: RGB input images from a town unseen
during training. Mid: attention heatmaps of ImageNet pre-trained encoder. Bottom:
attention heatmaps of a BC encoder pre-trained with 50 hours of expert driving data.
From left to right, we show some cases involving different affordances: pedestrian
hazard, vehicle hazard, red traffic light detection, and navigation.

3.4.5 Experimental Results

Linear probing. Table 3.2 shows the F1/MAE scores for the affordances predic-
tion. For each pre-training strategy, we repeat linear classifier training with three
random seeds and compute its mean and standard deviation. Note that those
results consist of zero-shot generalization to an unseen town (Town 2). The main
observation is that action-based pre-training (Forward/Inverse/BC) outperforms
all the other reported pre-training strategies. However, we see that the action-based
pre-training is mostly beneficial to help reliably estimate the vehicle’s relative angle
with respect to the road. The contrastive method, ST-DIM, shows promising results
for the binary affordances but results on very poor relative angle estimations. We
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1 Binary Affordances | Relative Angle (y¢)
Pre-training Pedestrian (hp)  Vehicle (hv) Red T.L. (hr) Left Turn Straight Right Turn
No pre-training 38+1 59+0 45+0 10.03 £ 0.06 1.80+0.03 17.57+0.03
ImageNet 35+1 67+0 54+1 14.46+£0.35 2.31+£0.09 19.06£0.18
Contrastive (ST-DIM) 38+0 57+1 76+ 1 6.72+0.03 2.65+0.03 13.12+0.11
Forward 56+0 62+0 55+0 6.97+0.12 0.17 +0.00 5.88+0.03
Inverse 57+1 82+0 89+0 3.84+0.06 0.21+0.03 2.96+0.09
Behavior Cloning (BC) 46+0 8340 86+0 3.76 £ 0.03 0.63£0.00 4.35+0.06

Table 3.4: Linear probing results on Town 1 testing set. Left: F1 score for the binary
affordances (higher is better). Results are scaled by 100 for visualization purposes.
Right: MAE of the relative angle (lower is better), shown for different navigation
maneuvers. MAE is shown in degrees for an easier understanding.

also observed a poor generalization capability for ImageNet pre-training. These
results suggest that a useful scene representation is learned by training encoders
with expert demonstration data. Additional evidence is presented in Figure 3.7,
which shows examples of attention heatmaps from an ImageNet encoder, and a BC
encoder that was trained with 50 hours of data. These attention maps are calculated
by the simple average of the feature maps from the third ResNet34 block. We can
see that the necessity to imitate expert demonstrations creates activations on useful
objects such as pedestrians, vehicles, traffic lights, and lane markings; which is in
agreement with the fact that a linear classifier can predict well the set of affordances
with the action-based pre-training.

We also further study if the source data needs to come from expert driving or
from random actions as in [1]. The general intuition is that the Inverse model can
learn a good representation by learning the dynamics of the scene. We show on
Table 3.3 that inverse model can, indeed, outperform the no pre-training condition
even when using random actions. However, we show that there is a lot more benefit
for representation learning obtained from expert action information than from
random action. For ST-DIM, as expected, the difference between the random and
expert policy is smaller since it is not based on action.

As areference, we also provide results the linear probing evaluation results of
models tested on the ~ 1 hour Town 1 testing set in Table 3.4 and Table 3.5. This
testing set has a similar appearance to the training data. We observe a similar
tendency to the results obtained on Town 2.

Driving results We report the success rate (higher is better) on the driving tasks
and the percentage of traffic lights crossed in red (lower is better). For each model,
we repeat driving three times and compute its mean and standard deviation. Table
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1 Binary Affordances | Relative Angle (y'¢)
Pre-training Pedestrian (hp) ~ Vehicle (hv) ~ Red T.L. (hr) Left Turn Straight Right Turn
No pre-training 38x1 59+0 45+0 10.03+0.06  1.80+0.03 17.57+0.03
Contrastive (ST-DIM) 36+1 60+2 67+1 7.43+0.17 2.79+0.18 12.11+0.18
Contrastive Random (ST-DIM) 34+2 78+1 52+2 11.10+0.52 2.02+0.09 14.65+0.29
Forward 52+0 53+0 60+0 3.95+0.00 0.11+0.00 4.37+0.03
Forward Random 5+0 27+0 2+0 19.10+0.03  0.63+0.00 17.97+0.03
Inverse 48+1 71+£0 90+0 2.03+0.07 0.21+0.03 2.54+0.03
Inverse Random 34+0 53+0 55+0 12.49+0.45 0.84+0.03 13.22+0.54

Table 3.5: Linear probing results on Town 1 testing set, comparing encoders trained
with random policy training data versus expert demonstration data. Note that, to
provide a fair comparison, the encoders here were trained with 20 hours of data.

Training Town New Town

Technique Empty Regular Dense T.L. Empty Regular Dense TL.
No pre-training 78+4 79+7 48+4 12+1 57+1 37+4 10+1 18+2
Image Net 86+1 89+3 66+ 1 12+0 21+3 19+3 13+£5 23+2
Contrastive (ST-DIM) 73+£2 84+4 71+3 10+1 66+5 49+2 1740 21+1
Forward 68+3 84+3 68+8 9+1 49+5 37+3 18+5 13+2
Inverse 73+4 82+2 61+3 8+1 83+2 67+8 26+8 8+0
Behavior Cloning (BC) 91+1 91+4 68+5 8+1 83+3 61+4 25+4 8+1
CILRS 0.8.4 [40] 97+2 83+0 42+2 47 66+2 49+5 23+1 64

LBC [28] 97+1 93+1 71+£5 N/A 100+ 0 94+3 51+3 N/A

Table 3.6: Comparison of the success rate of action-based pre-training with base-
lines (top) and other methods from the literature (bottom). We are able to surpass
ImageNet pre-training and the CILRS baseline. Results are from the CARLA 0.9.6
NoCrash benchmark.

3.6 compares the performance (success rate) of the action-based methods with the
baselines and other methods from the literature. For all implemented methods, we
considered fine-tuning with @' = 10%. Firstly, we see that the Inverse model and BC
are the best representation learning strategies to pre-train the encoder, especially in
the new town. Both models also clearly outperform the contrastive-based baseline
(ST-DIM) in the new town. However, in the training town, the contrastive method
obtained relevant results, especially under dense traffic. As a reference, we report
results from Learning by Cheating (LBC) [28] and the CILRS method [40], presented
at the bottom of Table 3.6. Shown results are copied from the corresponding papers.
Our proposed approaches also achieved very close results to the LBC method [28]
and outperform CILRS especially when reacting to traffic lights. Note that the LBC
method requires high supervision for training a teacher network, which teaches a
student network to drive end-to-end. Our method uses much less densely labeled
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Training Town New Town
(Dh (D) Empty  Regular  Dense TL. Empty  Regular  Dense TL.
No Data 25+4 11+£3 3+£2 51+2 1+1 1+1 0+0 57+4
0.5 hours 5 hours 68+5 58+5 27+5 10+1 141 71 3+1 23+2
20 hours 98+1 93+2 61+6 10+1 17+2 12+2 2+2 15+2
50 hours 95+2 87+2 47+2 12+1 25+3 20+4 6+1 10+1
No Data 78+4 79+7 48+4 1241 57+1 37+4 10+1 18+2
5 hours 5 hours 58+6 80+4 69+5 9+1 68+6 55+5 23+3 12+2
20 hours 74+£2 81+4 70+5 101 82+2 66+5 34+0 12+1
50 hours 91+1 91+4 68+5 8+1 83+3 61+4 25+4 8+1

Table 3.7: Driving performance ablation study of the BC pre-training encoder inves-
tigating the quantity of expert driving data (D%) given a smaller amount of labeled
affordances (D).

Technique Empty Regular Dense T.L.

Trainin BC driving 72+5 47+2 20+3 74+2
8 BC pre-training 91+1 91+4  68+5 8+l

New Town BC driving 71+2 42+7 12+3 63+1
BC pre-training 83+3 61+4 25+4 8+1

Table 3.8: We compare the behavior cloning (BC) technique used as driving tech-
nique (BC driving) to it used as a pre-training technique (BC pre-training) for an
affordances-based model.

data and does not use dataset aggregation (Dagger [144]). Moreover, note that
reported results from CILRS are on CARLA version 0.8.4, the benchmark from the
newer version is considerably more difficult.

An important observation is that using expert demonstration as pre-training
seems to be more beneficial than training a model end-to-end to directly perform
control. In Table 3.8, we show a behavior cloning encoder trained with 50 hours
of expert demonstrations. We compare two different uses of this encoder: directly
producing driving controls and serving as representation learning for an affor-
dance prediction model. With our pre-training strategy and the complementary
affordance training, our model (BC pre-training) is able to greatly outperform the
end-to-end driving results (BC driving). This difference is expressive especially
when comparing the capability to stop at red traffic lights. Finally, note that the “BC
driving" results from Table 3.8 are in practice a re-training of the CILRS [40] baseline
to work on version 0.9.6.
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Ablation study In Table 3.7, we analyze the data amount impact of both supervised
data and expert demonstrations. We used the simplest pre-training encoding, BC.
We observe a clear correlation between performance improvement and the quantity
of action-based supervised data D¥. We can see that with only 30 minutes (0.5
hours) of labeled data, the pre-trained network has a performance close to our best-
reported results in training town. For the generalization conditions, however, only
0.5 hours of labeled data are not enough to obtain satisfactory results. Pre-training
is useful also when using higher amounts of labeled data (5 hours), as shown on the
bottom of Table 3.7. However, the impact of pre-training when more labeled data is
available is clearer in New Town. Note that when comparing 50 hours with 20 hours,
on pre-training, the results are similar, since 20 hours driving seems to be sufficient
to capture the inherent variability of Town 1.

3.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, we have shown that representations learned by using action-based
methods (BC or Inverse model) are promising as pre-trained representations for
autonomous driving controllers based on affordances. Moreover, we have found
that most of the benefit comes when the driving experiences (actions) are captured
from proper driving (humans). In other words, expert driving outperforms random
roaming for representation learning. While considerable future research is needed
to improve the raw performance of the methods explored here, the fact that the
required data can be easily obtained by simply recording the actions of good drivers,
highlights the potential of action-based methods for learning representations for
autonomous vehicles beyond pure end-to-end autonomous driving models.

It would be relevant to explore if the pre-training strategy presented here can be
also helpful for training labeling-intensive visual models, such as those for semantic
class/instance segmentation or object detection. Further, it would be interesting to
examine other strategies to use the expert driver data in order to further improve
performance.
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4.1 Introduction

End-to-end autonomous driving (EtE-AD) refers to deep models trained to process
sensor data for performing maneuvers that imitate human (expert) driving [168].
Broadly, we can classify these models according to their training supervision require-
ments. Some models only require vehicle signals (e.g., steering angle, acceleration)
as supervision. Eventually, they can be directly trained from millions of human
driving experiences. Other models also require costly human-based sensor data
labeling as supervision (e.g., pixel/voxel-wise semantic labels, or 2D/3D object
bounding boxes). In fact, these models follow a kind of hybrid approach leveraging
from pure EtE-AD and traditional AD pipelines [68, 197].

Despite the appealing idea of developing vision-based pure EtE-AD models,
their progress has mostly stalled, giving space to hybrid models supervised by a
significantly large amount of labeled sensor data [27, 28, 35,80, 105,118, 133, 155,
181,199, or by privileged information from the driving environment as required by
reinforcement learning [173, 199]. This situation may be due to the apparent lack
of scalability of pure EtE-AD models raised in a few works [44, 164]; including [40],
where the model known as CILRS is proposed. CILRS was developed in suboptimal
conditions: limited driving episodes based on a single and rather deterministic
expert driver, very low-resolution images depicting a relatively narrow horizontal
field of view (on-board images roughly display a single lane), and without applying
any attention mechanism. Overall, this gives rise to poor performance in newer
benchmarks, eventually misleading non-expert readers and new practitioners in
the field regarding the potential of vision-based pure EtE-AD.

Since having strong baselines is important to avoid illusory gains when devel-
oping new models, we present CIL++, a strong vision-based pure EtE-AD model
trained by conditional imitation learning, i.e., CILRS. We improve on CILRS key lim-
itations, rising the performance of CIL++ to be on par with top-performing hybrid
methods. First, we drastically increase the image view by using a horizontal field
of view (HFOV) similar to human drivers, which runs on 180° —220°. Further, we
propose a visual transformer-based architecture [176] which acts as a mid-level at-
tention mechanism for these views, allowing CIL++ to associate feature map patches
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(tokens) across different views. These changes allow CIL++ to perform at the expert
level on the CARLA NoCrash metrics. Moreover, CIL++ is the first vision-based pure
EtE-AD model capable of obtaining competitive results on complex CARLA towns.

We present the work as follows. Section 4.2 reviews the papers relating to this
work. Section 4.3 presents the CIL++ which is a vision-based EtE-AD baseline with
multi-view attention learning. In Section 4.4, we summarize the experimental
setting and the obtained results. Finally, Section 4.5 draws our main contributions
and conclusions.

4.2 Related Work

Learning a driving policy from experts, instead of handcrafting it, is a really appeal-
ing idea. Accordingly, in EtE-AD, a deep model is trained by imitation learning,
which has become an active research topic [168]. Pioneering works following this
approach are [20, 21, 100, 131]. However, it was the public release of the CARLA
simulator [50], together with a vision-based pure EtE-AD model trained and tested
on CARLA [39], that attracted great attention to this paradigm [14,17,27, 35,40, 80,
118,133,155,181,185,199].

Basically, we can find two ways of approaching EtE-AD according to the out-
put of the underlying deep model. On the one hand, different proposals output
waypoints on bird-eye-view (BeV) coordinates [14,27,28,35,118,133,155]. These
are then used by a controller for providing the proper steering and acceleration
in driving. Note that generating BeVs involves 3D knowledge of the scene. On
the other hand, other proposals directly output the ego-vehicle signals (steering,
acceleration) [17,39,40,80,105,126,185,199], which act on the vehicle either directly
or after some signal-stabilizer filtering (e.g., using a PID). Both approaches were
combined, e.g., in [181], where a branch of the EtE-AD model is used to predict
waypoints and another to predict ego-vehicle signals, being the model output a
combination of both, weighted according to the perceived road curvature.

Another important difference among EtE-AD models is the type of required
supervision for their training. For instance, some models require semantic segmen-
tation labels at training time [28, 35, 80], sometimes together with object bounding
boxes (BBs) [133], or BBs and HD maps [14]. Other models are only supervised by
ego-vehicle available signals [20,21,40, 100, 131], thus no human-labeled sensor
data is required. EtE-AD models can also fuse multi-modal sensor data such as
RGB image and depth from either LiDAR [27, 133, 155] or monocular depth estima-
tion [185].

In recent literature, vision-based pure EtE-AD models, such as CILRS [39], are
clearly outperformed by those using additional supervision (pixel-wise semantic
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labels, object BBs, etc). For instance, the currently top-performing hybrid model,
termed as MILE [80], relies on a training procedure requiring = 3M images labeled
for semantic segmentation. Another top-performing hybrid model, NEAT [35], re-
quires = 130K of those. In addition, Roach [199] leverages the teacher/student mech-
anism. First, a teacher model (Roach RL) is trained using environment-privileged
information and reinforcement learning. Then, it supervises the training of a stu-
dent model (Roach IL) by applying imitation learning. In this work, we refer to the
student model as RIM.

CILRS was developed under completely different conditions than we have today:
only using single-lane towns in the CARLA simulator (Town 1 and Town 2), using
very low-resolution images depicting a narrow horizontal field of view (roughly,
one-lane-width views), without including any attention mechanism, and relying
on the default CARLA’s expert driver, which follows handcrafted rules. Overall, this
drives it to perform poorly on newer benchmarks.

Our model, CIL++, is a direct successor of CILRS, aiming at bringing back the
competitiveness of vision-based pure EtE-AD. For training and testing CIL++, we
use the multi-town setting available from CARLA 0.9.13. Moreover, as in recent
works [80], to collect training data (images and ego-vehicle signals), we use an
expert [199] with better driving performance than the CARLA’s default one. Note
that, in simulation, this expert plays the role of a human driver in the real world,
who would drive to collect onboard data. In addition, we use a wider horizontal
field of view (HFOV=180°), in the range of human drivers. This kind of inductive
bias is crucial to avoid injecting undesired causal confusion when training the
model. For instance, while collecting driving episodes for training, the ego-vehicle
may be stopped at a red traffic light because the expert driver has access to the
privileged information of the environment. However, this red light may not even be
captured by the onboard camera due to a narrow HFOV. This was observed in CILRS
which was using HFOV=100°. In fact, using wide HFOVs has become a common
practice to develop EtE-AD models (e.g., [35, 80, 133, 155,199]). As we would do in
the real world to minimize image distortion, we use three forward-facing cameras
with HFOV=60° each. Finally, in order to jointly consider the image content from
the three cameras (views), we propose to use Transformer [176] which acts as a
mid-level attention mechanism for these views. All these improvements over CILRS
make CIL++ competitive.

Like CILRS, we use the current ego-vehicle speed and high-level navigation
commands as input signals to the model. However, unlike CILRS, we also consider
left/right lane changes as possible command values at testing time. Note that
some supervised methods such as MILE use as input the road shape pattern to be
expected according to the current position of the ego-vehicle, instead of processing
a high-level navigation command. In CILRS and CIL++, high-level commands (e.g.,
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continue in this lane) are equivalent to those from a navigation system for global
planning. In fact, such navigation commands together with the ego-vehicle speed
are the only information that CIL++ uses beyond the multi-view images. This is
in contrast with other models such as NEAT [35], which use explicit traffic light
detection at testing time.

As we will see, even CIL++ is not using supervision at all, it outperforms RIM
and is quite on par with MILE.

4.3 Building CIL++: Vision-based EtE-AD with Multi-
view Attention Learning

4.3.1 Problem Setup

CIL++ is trained by imitation learning, which we formalize as follows. Expert demon-
strators (drivers) produce an action a; (ego-vehicle maneuver) when encountering
an observation 0;, (sensor data, signals) given the expert policy n* (0;) (driving
skills, attitude, etc). The basic idea behind imitation learning is to train an agent
(here CIL++) that mimics an expert by using these observations.

Prior to training an agent, we need to collect a dataset comprised of observa-
tion/action pairs 2 = {(o;, ai)}ﬁ.\i | generated by the expert. This dataset is in turn
used to train a policy 7y (0;) which approximates the expert policy. The general
imitation learning objective is then

argmink g, a,)~2 [£ (19(0;),a;)] . (4.1)
0

During testing time, we assume that only the trained policy g (0;) will be used
and no expert will be available.

4.3.2 Architecture

Figure 4.1 overviews the architecture of CIL++. Our model is mainly comprised of
three parts: state embedding, transformer encoder, and action prediction module.

State Embedding. At the time ¢, the current state X, consists of a set of images
from the left, central, and right cameras X; = {x; ;,Xc,1,Xr,¢}, the ego vehicle’s forward
speed s; € R, and a high-level navigation command c; € R* which is encoded as a
one-hot vector.

As discussed in [49], the lack of inductive biases makes transformer models
require more data to achieve good performance. In order to possess the inherent
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Figure 4.1: CIL++’s architecture: it is mainly comprised of three parts: state embed-
ding, transformer encoder, and action prediction. Specifically, the input observation
consists of multi-view RGB images X;, ego-vehicle’s speed s;, and high-level naviga-
tion command c;. The output is action a;, which is directly applied to maneuver the
ego-vehicle. Since a; consists of the ego vehicle’s steering angle and acceleration,
CIL++ is a vision-based pure EtE-AD model. Note that these action components are
automatically read and associated with the captured images during data collection.

properties of CNNs (i.e., exploiting locality and translation equivariance), as well
as leveraging the attention mechanism of transformers, we propose to adapt the
hybrid model suggested in [49] to our case. At time t, each image x,,; € RW>*H*3
from the multi-view camera setting is processed by a share-weight ResNet34 [76],
pre-trained on ImageNet [45]. Then, for each view v, we take the resulting feature
map f,; € RY*"*¢ from the last convolutional layer of ResNet34, where w x h is
the spatial size and c indicates the feature dimension. Each feature map is then
flattened along the spatial dimensions, resulting in P x ¢ tokens, where P = w * h
is the number of spatial features per image. Since we will set our cameras to a
resolution of W x H = 300 x 300 pixels, for each one we obtain P = 100 patches with
¢ =512 from the ResNet34 backbone.

Since we use |X;| = 3 views (left, central, and right cameras), we take the flat-
tened patches for each view and tokenize them as the whole sequence with length
S = [X;| * w * h for further feeding into the transformer model. To provide the posi-
tional information for each token, we apply the standard learnable 1D positional
embedding p € RS*¢ as done in [49], which is added directly to the token.

The forward speed s; and command c; are linearly projected to R using a fully
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Module Input Output Normal- Non-
Size Size ization linearity
ResNet34 3x300x300x3 3x10x10x512 BN ReLu
Flatten 3x10x10x512 300x512 / /
Command 1x4/1%x6 1x512 / /
Speed 1 1x512 / /
300 x 512 / /
Addition 1x512 300 x 512 / /
1x512 / /
Positional 300 x 512 300 x 512 / /
Embedding
Transformer 300 x 512 300 x 512 LN ReLu
Encoder
Average Pooling 300 x 512 1x512 / /
1x512 1x512 / ReLu
Action 1x512 1 x 256 / ReLu
1 x 256 1x2 / /
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Table 4.1: Architecture details of CIL++. Dimensions are per timestep and channel-
last (NHW C or NC, when applicable). Dropout was not used in any layer or module
(i.e., set to 0.0 when applicable). For normalization, we use either BatchNorm
(BN) [84] or LayerNorm (LN) [11].

connected layer. The resulting state embedding z; is obtained by the addition of
these input embeddings. Formally, we define the state encoder of the current state
X = Xy, 81, ¢;), parameterized by 0, as

ee:[RIXﬂxWxHxSXIRX[Rk_’RSXC . 4.2)

In CIL [39] and CILRS [40], c; is treated as a switcher (condition) to trigger
different MLP branches for predicting a;. Here we treat c; as an input signal to be
later processed by a transformer. This is because we have not observed obvious
differences between these two approaches while treating ¢, as input signal simplifies
the training.

Attention Learning. To naturally associate intra-view and inter-view information,
we adopt the attention mechanism of transformers [176]. We expect it to be effective
to learn the mutual relevance between distant image patches (tokens), helping our
model to associate feature map patches across views (i.e., coming from visual
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information to the left, center, and right of the ego-vehicle).

Over the embedded space Z;, we learn a scenario embedding using a trans-
former encoder that consists of L multi-head attention layers. Each one includes
Multi-headed Self-Attention (MHSA) [176], layer normalization (LN) [11], and feed-
forward MLP blocks. The final output is a linear projection of the concatenated
output of each attention head, which is then fed into the action prediction module.
We use L = 4 layers, with 4 heads each. The hidden dimension D of the transformer
layer is set to be equal to the ResNet output dimension, i.e., D =512.

Action Prediction The output of the transformer encoder with a size of S x c is
average-pooled and fed into an MLP. The MLP consists of three fully connected
layers (FC) with ReLu non-linearity applied between each FC. The final output
action a, € R? comprises of the steering angle and acceleration (brake/throttle), i.e.,
a; = (as,t, Gacc,1)-

For a deeper understanding of the architecture, we present the input and output
dimensions of each module used in our entire pipeline in Table 4.1. The pipeline
flow is row-wise, that is, we start with 3 RGB images at 300 x 300 resolution, and our
final output is of shape 1 x 2, corresponding to the acceleration and steering angle
that the ego vehicle should apply at a given timestep.

4.3.3 Loss Function

At time ¢, given a predicted action a, and a ground truth action a,, we define the
training loss as:

ZL(a;,a,) = Aacc”aacc,t - aacc,t”l + Asll st — as,t"l , 4.3)

where ||-||; is the L, distance, A14.. and A indicate the weights given to the accelera-
tion and steering angle loss, respectively. In our case, we consider steering angle
and acceleration to be both in the range of [-1, 1]. Negative values of the accelera-
tion correspond to braking, while positive ones to throttle. The weights are set to
Aace =As=0.5.

In CILRS [40], speed prediction regularization is applied in the training loss to
avoid the inertia problem caused by the overwhelming probability of ego staying
static in the training data. We do not observe this problem in our case, thus the
speed prediction branch is not applied in our setting. Our result suggests that a
simple L; loss is able to provide compelling performance, even in a new town.
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4.4 Experiments

4.4.1 Environment

For performing the driving evaluation, we updated the NoCrash benchmark to work
with the latest CARLA version, 0.9.13. Given we have compared CIL++ with RIM and
MILE, both of which were validated in CARLA 0.9.11, we provide some of the main
differences between these two versions:

¢ Pedestrians Seed. The latest CARLA version (0.9.13) added a new API function
“set pedestrians seed" for better reproducibility. In our experiments, we keep
the same pedestrian and traffic manager seeds for all models’ running.

e Weather Parameters. The default weather setting parameters have been
slightly changed between versions (such as ClearNoon, ClearSunset, etc). We
provide an example in Figure 4.2, showing some appearance differences of the
same scene between these two versions under the same weather condition,
ClearNoon. In Table 4.2 we show an example of the changes in the weather
parameters for each version of CARLA.

4.4.2 Training Datasets

As recent top-performing methods [80], for on-board data collection in CARLA,
we use the teacher expert driver from [199], termed as Roach RL since it is based
on reinforcement learning and was trained with privileged information. Roach RL
shows a more realistic and diverse behavior than the default (handcrafted) expert
driver in CARLA. Note that in real-world experiments we would use different human
drivers as experts. We use the default settings of [199], so as in the student driver
of [199] (RIM) as well as in [80] (MILE), the ego-vehicle is the Lincoln 2017 available
in CARLA. Each of our three forward-facing cameras on board the ego-vehicle has a
resolution of W x H = 300 x 300 pixels, covering an HFOV of 60°. They are placed
without overlapping so that they jointly cover an HFOV=180° centered in the main
axis of the ego-vehicle.

With the expert driver, ego-vehicle, and onboard cameras, we collect data for in-
creasingly complex experiments. First, we collect a dataset from Town01 in CARLA,
which is a small town only enabling single-lane driving, i.e., lane change maneu-
vers are not possible. In particular, we collect 15 hours of data at 10 fps (~540K
frames from each camera view), under four training weather conditions, namely,
ClearNoon, ClearSunset, HardRainNoon, and WetNoon. In this case, CARLA’s
TownO02 is used for generalization testing under SoftRainSunset and WetSunset
weather conditions. Second, we collect a dataset from multiple CARLA towns to
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include more complex scenarios such as multi-lane driving, entering and exiting
highways, passing crossroads, etc. In order to keep the same setting as [80], we hold
TownO05 for testing and collect 25 hours of data at 10 fps from TownO01 to Town06
(5 hours per town; ~900K frames from each camera). Training and testing weather
conditions are the same for both Town 1 and Town 2.

For each episode, we spawn the expert vehicle and its attached sensor suite
in a random location on each map and assign a random route to it. The expert
will follow this route until it has driven for the predefined episode duration. Each
town has a random range which the number of pedestrians and vehicles will be
(uniformly) drawn from. The route settings and towns used to collect the dataset are
further detailed in Table 4.3. In Figure 4.3, we show the data distributions for both
the steering angle and acceleration, for the datasets collected for training CIL++.
The two datasets are of 15 and 25 hours of driving, corresponding, respectively, to
the smaller, single-lane towns and multi-lane towns.

The road layouts of each town mainly influence the steering angle distribution.
The concentration around 0.0 of steering angle for both datasets is due to the fact
that most of the driving is done following the straight lane, i.e.in the towns used, the
roads are mainly comprised of straight roads. Note that all of the towns in CARLA
are designed with right-hand traffic, that is, in bidirectional traffic, the ego vehicle
drives on the right side of the road. This results in right turns needing a higher
steering angle (turning radius will be small) and left turns needing a lower steering
angle (turning radius will be large).

In contrast, the acceleration distribution is mainly affected by other dynamic
objects in the scene. Concretely, the red traffic light or Stop sign, pedestrians
crossing the road, and other leading vehicles will force the expert vehicle to stop
or adjust its speed, hence leading to the large concentration of around —-1.0 in
the acceleration distribution for both datasets. The other concentrations around
1.0 and 0.4 are the acceleration after coming to a stop (either by blockage by other
dynamic objects or traffic lights/Stop signs) and the acceleration needed to maintain
a constant driving speed.

4.4.3 Training Details

To optimize Eq. (4.3), we use the Adam [94] with an initial learning rate of 10~ and
weight decay of 0.01. We train for 80 epochs on 2 NVIDIA A40 GPUs in parallel, with
a batch size of 120. The learning rate decays by half at epochs 30, 50, and 65. More
details on the training hyperparameters can be found in Table 4.4.
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(b) The same scene as (a) on CARLA 0.9.13. Note the difference in shadow length,
clouds, and general lightning.

Figure 4.2: The same ClearNoon weather condition in two versions of CARLA.

CARLA0.9.11 CARLAO0.9.13

cloudiness 15.0000 5.0000
precipitation 0.0000 0.0000
precipitation_deposits 0.0000 0.0000
wind_intensity 0.3500 10.0000
sun_azimuth_angle 0.0000 —1.0000
sun_altitude_angle 75.0000 45.0000
fog_density 0.0000 2.0000
fog_distance 0.0000 0.7500
fog_falloff 0.0000 0.1000
wetness 0.0000 0.0000
scattering_intensity N/A 1.0000
mie_scattering_scale N/A 0.0300
rayleigh_scattering_scale N/A 0.0331

Table 4.2: We take ClearNoon as an example to show weather settings
differences between different versions of CARLA. Note that the last three
parameters, namely scattering_intensity, mie_scattering_scale, and
rayleigh_scattering_scale are available only since CARLA 0.9.12. For the full
explanation and usage of each variable, please refer to the CARLA documentation.
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Item Value
RGB views 3
Cameras Resolution 300 x 300

Field of view 60°

Position (x, y,z) (0.0,0.0,2.0)

Rotation (¢, 6, v) View Roll Pitch Yaw
left 0.0° 0.0° —-60.0°
central 0.0° 0.0° 0.0°
right 0.0° 0.0° 60.0°

Lens circle None

Frequency 10Hz

Episode = Dynamic Objects Town Pedestrians Vehicles

(random choice) Town 1 9 (80,160) 9 (80,160)
Town 2 9 (60, 80) ¢ (60,80)
Town 3  (50,120)  (50,120)
Town 4 A (40,160) % (60,160)
Town 6  (60,160) (60, 160)

Duration 300s

Spawn point Random

Route plan Random

Pedestrian crossing 1.0

factor

Table 4.3: Camera and episode settings for data collection with the expert driver.
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Figure 4.3: Top left to right: 15 hours single-lane-town dataset distribution of
steering angle and acceleration; Bottom left to right: 25 hours multi-town dataset
distribution of steering angle and acceleration. Regarding the steering angle and
acceleration, negative values correspond to turning left and braking, and positive
values correspond to turning right and accelerating, respectively.
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Category Name Value
Training GPUs 2xNVIDIA A40
batch size 120
seed 1314
epochs 80
Optimizer name Adam
weight decay 0.01
p1 0.9
B2 0.999
€ 1x1078
initial learning rate 1x1074
learning rate decay x0.5 at epochs 30, 50, and 65
minimal learning rate 1x1075
Input image resolution 300 x 300
normalization mean: [0.485, 0.456, 0.406]
stdev: [0.229, 0.224, 0.225]
pre-training ImageNet
Speed Input  normalization [-1.0, 12.0]
Transformer number of encoder layers 4
heads per layer 4
Loss action weights Aace = 0.5 (acceleration)
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output ranges

As = 0.5 (steering angle)
steer angle [-1.0,1.0]
acceleration [-1.0,1.0]

Table 4.4: Training hyperparameters of CIL++.
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4.4.4 Driving Benchmark

We follow the NoCrash benchmark [40] and the offline CARLA leaderboard bench-
mark [80, 199] for experiments on small single-lane towns (Sec. 4.4.5) and multiple
towns (Sec. 4.4.5), respectively.

NoCrash Metrics. It consists of three tasks with increasing levels of difficulty:
Empty, Regular, and Dense, according to the number of dynamic objects in the
scene (i.e., pedestrians and vehicles). In the Dense case, the default traffic density
set in NoCrash always leads to congestion deadlocks at intersections [199]. Thus, we
follow the Busy case as redefined in [199]. Each task corresponds to 25 goal-directed
episodes under 2 new kinds of weather. The episode will be terminated and counted
as a failure once a collision occurs. For the other infractions, the driving score will
be deduced according to the penalty rule in NoCrash.

The main metric to compare driving models is the success rate (SR), which is
the percentage of episodes successfully completed. For a fine-grained comparison,
in addition, we provide the strict success rate (S.SR). It reflects the percentage of
successful episodes under zero tolerance for any traffic infraction, such as failing
to stop at a red traffic light, route deviation, efc. As a complement, we also include
additional infraction metrics: T.Lis the number of times not stopping at a red traffic
light; C.V is the number of collisions with other vehicles; R.Dev is the number
of route deviations, i.e.,, when the high-level command is not well-executed; O.L
accounts for the ego-vehicle driving out-of-lane (e.g., in the opposite lane or in the
sidewalk); C.L is the number of collisions with the town layout. All infraction values
are normalized per driven kilometer.

Offline Leaderboard Metrics. To align our evaluation with [80], we use the offline
CARLA’s Leaderboard metrics for multiple towns. The most important metrics
are the average driving score (Avg.DS) and the average route completion (Avg.RC).
Avg.DS is based on penalizing driving performance according to the terms defined
in CARLA’s Leaderboard, while Avg.RC is the average distance towards the goal that
the ego-vehicle is able to travel.

High-level Navigation Commands As in CILRS [40], at training time we use simple
navigation commands such as continue in the lane, or go-straight/turn-left/turn-
right next time an intersection is reached. However, in complex towns, after crossing
an intersection in any direction, we may legally enter any of the multiple lanes. Thus,
since this can be known by the global navigation system when the ego-vehicle enters
a lane out of the pre-planned global trajectory, a corrective command is forced,
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Figure 4.4: Top: when the ego-vehicle is entering a new road segment from an
intersection, the go-straight navigation command is ambiguous. The ego vehicle
can legally move to any of the highlighted lanes. Bottom: four aerial views at
different times with the pre-planned global trajectory shown in orange. They
illustrate how the high-level navigation command changes to move-to-right-lane,
to inform how to get back to the desired trajectory.

like move-to-left-lane or move-to-right-lane as soon as possible. This corrective
mechanism is used only at testing time. Figure 4.4 provides an example.

Intersection deadlock detection We observe that occasionally there are some
intersection deadlocks, even though the dynamic density is not set to a high level.
This could be caused by the random spawning and autopilot setting of the other
vehicles in CARLA. To eliminate these cases for better comparison, we applied traffic
detection. Once the traffic manager detects that some other vehicles stop within an
intersection that is 10 meters from the ego-vehicle for more than 90 seconds, the
vehicles will be re-spawned to other points. As an illustration, we show an example
of traffic deadlocks in Figure 4.5.
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Figure 4.5: An example of traffic deadlocks in Town 5 that could lead to a timeout in
route completion.

Global route re-planning As mentioned in our main paper, we applied real-time
calibration on high-level navigation commands. When the ego-vehicle enters a
lane out of the pre-planned global trajectory, a corrective command is forced, like
move-to-left-lane or move-to-right-lane as soon as possible. However, in some cases,
the ego-vehicle could not perform a lane change since there might be some other
vehicles on the target lane, which forces the ego-vehicle to maintain on the driving
lane. In this case, we apply the global route re-planning: once the traffic manager
detects that the ego-vehicle deviates from the pre-planned route for more than
30 meters, a new route to the destination is computed, along with a new set of
high-level commands to provide the ego-vehicle for driving.

4.4.5 Experimental Results

We compare CIL++ with two SOTA vision-based EtE-AD models, namely, the Roach
IL model (here RIM) [199] and MILE [80]. CIL++ does not require human-labeled
sensor data for training. In contrast, MILE is trained with semantic BeV as supervi-
sion, while RIM requires teaching from the Roach RL expert which was trained with
privileged information.

Small Single-lane Towns We first use CARLA’'s Town 1 and Town 2 along with the
NoCrash metrics (Sec. 4.4.4) for initial experiments. Town 1 is used for training
and Town 2 for testing (Sec. 4.4.2). MILE only provides a model trained on CARLA’s
multiple towns, but there is no model trained only on Town 1, while RIM has
versions trained on Town 1 and multiple towns. Thus, for a fair comparison, we
only use RIM’s single-town trained model. We show in Table 4.5 SR and S.SR for the
considered traffic densities (Empty, Regular, Busy). In order to have a more focused
evaluation, we show T.L only for the Empty and Regular cases, while C.V is shown
only for the Busy case. Note that scenarios with no or few dynamic obstacles can
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Empty Regular Busy
1SR(%) 1S.SR(%) | T.L ‘ 1SR(%) 1S.SR(%) | TL ‘ 1SR(%) 1S.SR(%) |CV

RIM 100+£0.0 85+1.2 66+50 | 97+23 86+7.2 66+54 | 81+5.0 68+7.2 63+52.7
CIL++ 100+0.0 100+0.0 0+0.0 99+23 97+3.1 7+79 | 83+7.6 77+76  45+21.5

Expert 100+0.0 100+0.0 0+0.0 ‘ 100+0.0 97+0.0 13+4.6 ‘ 84+2.0 82+2.0 37+14.1

Table 4.5: Town 2 NoCrash results. RIM stands for Roach IL and the Expert is Roach
RL [199]. All models are tested on CARLA 0.9.13. Mean and standard deviations are
computed using three runs with different seeds. For 1, the higher the better, while
for | is the opposite.

better show the ego-vehicle reaction to red traffic lights, while collisions are better
evaluated in scenarios with more dynamic objects.

In general, CIL++ achieves the best results in all the tasks. In the Empty case,
CIL++ clearly outperforms RIM in avoiding traffic light infractions, which also
contributes to a better S.SR. We reach the same conclusion in the Regular case. In
the Busy case, CIL++ reaches almost the expert’s performance, again, being clearly
better than RIM for S.SR and producing fewer collisions with vehicles. For the
expert, the failure cases in Busy scenarios are due to traffic deadlocks, which lead to
a timeout in route completion. Thus, its performance still can be considered as a
proper upper bound.

Traffic lights tend to be on sidewalks, so detecting them from a close distance
requires a sensor setting with a proper HFOV. Otherwise, causal confusion can
appear. We think that the poor performance of RIM on the T.L. metric is due to
anarrow HFOV as illustrated in Fig. 4.6. To confirm this hypothesis, we conduct
experiments using two HFOV settings for CIL++, 100 and 180. As seen in Table 4.6,
we note that the number of infractions(T.L, C.L, O.L, R.Dev) increase when we use a
lower HFOV=100° compared to HFOV=180°. For HFOV=100°, we have observed that
the track of the road shoulder is easily out-of-observation at intersections, leading
to more O.L, C.L, and R.Dev. For HFOV=180°, the ego-vehicle can better perform
the right driving maneuver, thanks to having the road shoulder as a reference.

Multi-town Generalization In this section, we assess the performance of CIL++
in much more complex scenarios, as provided by CARLA’s multiple towns. As
mentioned in Sec. 4.4.2, for a fair comparison, we align the training and testing
settings with MILE [80], using CARLA’s offline Leaderboard metrics (Sec. 4.4.4). The
results for all models trained on multi-town data are shown in Table 4.7. RIM shows
the worst performance among the three models, incurring more infractions, thus
obtaining a significantly lower Avg.DS. CIL++ achieves 98% Avg.RC, which is on
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(b) CIL++: only images from three views as input

Figure 4.6: Top Left: The expert we use for data collection is the teacher agent Roach
RL [199], which has access to semantic BeVs. Note that, in simulation, this expert
plays the role of a human driver in the real world, who would drive to collect onboard
data. Top Right: Using an insufficient FOV, the red traffic light is not observable
in the image when the expert stops close to it, which may cause causal confusion
when applying imitation learning to train the student agent RIM. Bottom: CIL++
avoids this causal confusion by using a larger HFOV based on three complementary
images (from different cameras). More specifically, RIM uses HFOV=100°, while
CIL++ uses HFOV=180°.

TSR(%) 1S.SR(%) 1Avg.RC(%) 1AvgDS |CL |TL |OL |RDev

HFOV 100° 52 40 83 69.1 428.6 19.6 339.6 10.7
HFOV 180° 100 98 100 99.2 7.3 0.0 0.0 0.0
Expert 100 100 100 100.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Table 4.6: Impact of sensor suite HFOV in the NoCrash Regular case. For HFOV=100°
we use a single camera with a resolution of W x H = 600 x 170 pixels, while for
HFOV=180° we use the multi-view setting detailed in the main text.
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1 Avg.RC(%) lcv |ICcL |TL |OL | RDev
RIM 92+3.1 75+13 43+16 26.0+89 54+27 3.0£32
MILE 98+2.2 6.0+£3.7 0.0£0.0 36+38 35+15 0.0%00
CIL++ 98+ 1.7 6.0+0.5 3.8+0.7 58+51 6.1+22 94436
Expert  99+0.8 32+1.1 00£0.0 13+04 0.0+00 0.0+0.0
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Table 4.7: Town 5 results according to CARLA’s offline metrics. All models are tested
on CARLA 0.9.13. Mean and standard deviations are computed using three runs
with different seeds. For 1, the higher the better; for |, the opposite.

par with MILE. In terms of Avg.DS, MILE remains the best scoring, yielding a 73%
while CIL++ achieves a 68%. We observe that this is because MILE seldom drives
outside the pre-planned lane, given the route map as input. On the contrary, CIL++
lacks the explicit use of this route map since it only receives high-level navigation
commands.

Visualizing CIL++’s Attention We are interested in the image content to which
CIL++ pays attention. Following Grad-CAM [154], gradients flow from the action
space to the final convolutional layer of the ResNet backbone. This should produce
a map that highlights the important image areas for action prediction. However,
since CIL++ solves a regression task, its output could be either negative or positive
values, while Grad-CAM is originally designed for image classification tasks which
always provide positive outputs. To adapt Grad-CAM to our case, we cannot merely
take into account the positive gradient of the feature map. The computation should
be divided into two cases depending on the sign of the output value. Negative
gradients are used to calculate the weights for the feature map when the acceleration
or steering angle value is lower than zero, otherwise, the positive gradient is used.

Fig. 4.7 shows the activation map at an intersection. Three image areas are
highly activated: the traffic light in the right image, the crossing pedestrians in the
central one, and the lane shoulder in the left one. Thus, we believe that CIL++ shows
a proper understanding of this scene, and a clear causality between observation
and action since it decides to brake due to the pedestrians, even though the traffic
light is in green and a turn-left navigation command is given.

Ablation Study To inspect the impact of some components of CIL++, we provide
an ablation study. Specifically, we are interested in the fusions of input data and
multi-view.

* Input Data Fusion. EtE-AD models require not only sensor data but also
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Steer -0.078 Throttle 0.000

Brake 0.794 Speed 0.000

Figure 4.7: Activation maps of CIL++ at an intersection in Town 2. Three image
areas from different views are highly activated: the traffic light in the right image,
the crossing pedestrians in the central one, and the lane shoulder in the left one.
Causality between observation and action is shown as strong braking (0.794) due to
the pedestrians, even though the traffic light is green and the turn-left command.

signal information, like the ego-vehicle speed and a high-level navigation
command. It is interesting to study how to properly fuse these inputs. To com-
pare, we implement several types of input data fusion in Table 4.8: adding,
concatenation, and tokenization. In the first, the speed and command fea-
tures are simply added to the image features. This addition could be done
either before (the default operation in CIL++) or after the Transformer En-
coder block. We name the latter as late fusion adding (LEA). Another common
data fusion method is concatenation, which firstly stacks all the features and
takes an extra join FC layer to fuse them, which we term late fusion concate-
nation (LEC). Since the transformer model uses a self-attention mechanism
to fuse features between tokens, we can tokenize the speed and navigation
command features and feed them into the transformer block along with the
image features; which we term Token in Table 4.8. Our results suggest that
there is no obvious difference between tokenization and early adding fusion.
These two approaches show better results than the late fusion.

* Multi-view Fusion. CIL++ uses attention layers to fuse multi-view informa-
tion. To understand their contribution, we remove the transformer block and
simply use the ResNet34 which retains the average pooling and an FC layer for
embedding each image view. The embedding outputs are then stacked and
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TSR(%) 1S.SR(%) 1Avg.RC(%) 1 Avg.DS

LEA 72 62 86 78.1
LEC 76 66 88 80.6
Token 88 80 93 88.4
CIL++ 88 84 93 88.8

Table 4.8: Results of different data input fusion approaches for NoCrash Busy sce-
narios.

1SR(%) 1S.SR(%) {AvgRC(%) 1Avg.DS

GAP 64 46 87 75.1
VS 70 62 89 78.6
CIL++ 88 84 93 88.8

Table 4.9: Results of different multi-view fusion approaches for NoCrash Busy
scenarios.

fed to the FC join layers for fusion. We term this approach as view stacking
(VS) in Table 4.9. The speed and command features are added to the joint
embedding before feeding into the action prediction MLP. We see that with-
out the self-attention layers, the SR drops from 88% to 70%. We think this is
because the average pooling layer causes a loss of spatial information, while
this information is very important for actual driving. The agent should take
different actions according to the location of dynamic obstacles. We also use
a transformer block to process the output of the ResNet average pooling layer
(GAP), instead of using the flattened feature map from the last convolutional
layer of ResNet34. The results drop significantly, e.g., and the SR goes from
88% to 64%.

Failure Cases We show one of our failure cases in Figure 4.8. The lane change
command is given when the ego is close to the intersection while there is already
another green vehicle on the right side lane. The ego agent could not make the
right turn and change lanes since it recognizes there is an obstacle. As the ego
proceeds, the green vehicle also turns right and continues to occupy the space that
is needed for the ego to turn right. Eventually, when the ego arrives at the center of
the intersection, the ego does not have enough space to turn right and stops.
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Figure 4.8: One failure case of CIL++ at intersection caused by a dilemma situation:
the move-to-right-lane navigation command is provided around the intersection,
while there is another vehicle blocking the target lane. As the ego proceeds a right
turn, the other vehicle also turns right and occupies the space required for the ego
vehicle to make a right turn, which leads to a failure.

4.5 Conclusion

We have presented CIL++, which aims at becoming a new strong baseline represent-
ing vision-based pure EtE-AD models trained by imitation learning. This is required
because recent literature may lead to the conclusion that such approaches are
poorly performing compared to those relying on additional and costly supervision.
We have argued that previous vision-based pure EtE-AD models were developed in
sub-optimal conditions. Thus, we have developed a model which relies on three
cameras (views) to reach an HFOV=180° and a more realistic expert driver to collect
onboard data in the CARLA simulator. We have proposed a visual transformer that
acts as a mid-level attention mechanism for these views, allowing CIL++ to associate
feature map patches (tokens) across different views. CIL++ performs at the expert
level on NoCrash metrics and is a pure EtE-AD model capable of obtaining compet-
itive results in complex towns. We have presented an ablative study showing the
relevance of all the components of CIL++. In future work, we plan to add rear-view
cameras, to improve lane change maneuvers.
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¥ Conclusions and Future Work

5.1 Conclusions

In this thesis, we aim at leveraging a large amount of sensor data that do not require
human labeling, as well as deep learning techniques, to develop visuomotor driving
models by applying human behavior cloning (BC), which is a type of imitation
learning (IL).

In Chapter 2, we propose to fuse depth (D) and appearance (RGB) information as
input for end-to-end conditional imitation learning (CIL) models, where the depth
maps can be obtained either from active sensors such as LiDAR or from a trained
monocular depth estimation model. We perform experiments based on single-
modal models (i.e., the input is either RGB images or depth maps) and multimodal
models (i.e., RGBD being their input) on the CARLA simulation environment. As for
the multimodal model, we train models with different fusion schemes, namely, early,
mid, and late. The obtained results clearly lead us to conclude that multimodality,
no matter in which fusion scheme outperforms the single-modality. Moreover, early
fusion outperforms mid and late fusion schemes.

In Chapter 3, we propose a two-step training protocol that leverages end-to-end
models (such as BC) for learning a representation of driving knowledge to develop
driving models based on affordances. The training data required for learning a
representation can be easily obtained by simply recording the actions of drivers,
thus, reducing the cost of human labeling. The results show that an affordance
model trained on BC pre-training performs better than using random initialization,
and even better than using the widespread supervised pre-training on ImageNet.
The presented results also lead us to conclude that, compared to the data collected
by random roaming, expert driving data (i.e., coming from human drivers) is an
important source for good representation learning. Moreover, to some extent,
affordance models can improve the interpretability of driving actions compared to
pure end-to-end models.

In Chapter 4, we propose a model named CIL++, which aims at being a new
strong baseline for pure vision-based end-to-end autonomous driving models
trained by imitation learning. Compared to the sub-optimal pioneer CIL model, we
enriched CIL++ with some new elements, e.g., setting up three cameras (views) to
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reach an HFOV=180°, and using a more realistic expert driver to collect on-board
data in CARLA simulator. In addition, we propose to use a visual transformer that
acts as a mid-level attention mechanism to associate feature map patches (tokens)
across different views. Our experimental results in the CARLA simulator show that
CIL++ performs at an expert level on NoCrash metrics (single-lane towns) and
obtains competitive results in complex (multi-lane) towns when compared to those
models that require pixel-wise labeled data for their training.

5.2 Behind the scenes

Overall, all this work aims at improving the stability and performance of pure
vision-based end-to-end autonomous driving models. For such a data-driven
training approach, one of the advantages is that of being possible to easily collect
petabytes of onboard data (raw sensor data, vehicle state variables, etc). However,
it also brings a series of challenges, a key one of which is: how to prepare suitable
datasets to train models for good driving performance? We found that beyond the
architecture and methodology, an easily overlooked consideration to deliver good
driving performance is the training dataset. Usually, the following aspects are very
important:

* Image Data Diversity. As we all know, the generalization problem has always
been a difficult problem in deep learning models. Some work [19, 75, 196]
have already shown that using diverse data can improve the stability or/and
performance of models to some extent. This is why the training of models is
always based on some large pre-training proposals, such as ImageNet [45]
for images, BERT [46] for languages. Thus, in order to improve the stability
of driving models, we always consider increasing the diversity of our data
appearance, including adding different kinds of weather, towns, obstacles,
and even the density of dynamic obstacles (i.e., the number of pedestrians and
vehicles). We believe that having a diverse dataset is an important prerequisite
for training good-performing end-to-end driving models.

» Image Data Configuration. Compared to pioneer CIL, the data configuration
in CIL++ has been changed, both in resolution (from 200 x 88 images captured
from one central camera to 900 x 300 images captured from three cameras)
and HFOV (from 100° to 180°). These changes have been possible during
the last period of my Ph.D., due to the improvement in computing resources
in our research team. The presented results lead us to conclude that these
settings are essential to improve the performance of driving models. Due to
the limitation of experimental time, this thesis cannot exhaustively search
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more hyperparameters of CIL++, such as using multiple frames to capture
temporal information, applying augmentation such as cropping and adding
noise, etc, which we leave as part of future work.

e Signal Data Distribution. CIL models directly learn how to drive from the
demonstrations coming from expert drivers, thus their performance can be
vulnerable to corner cases that are rarely presented in the training dataset.
The distribution statistics of signal data used as training supervision is cru-
cial, such as 1) balancing the proportion of high-level commands (i.e., going
straight, turning left/right, lane following) since it has a great impact on the
steering angle distribution; 2) collecting as many driving scenarios as possible
that lead to different driving behaviors, such as suddenly stopping, following
a leading vehicle at a certain speed, avoiding a collision with a pedestrian
rushing into the lane; 3) using several expert drivers who provide different
driving policies; 4) adding artificial disturbance or applying techniques like
Dagger during data collection to improve the models’ ability to handle unseen
scenes and ease the long-tail cases.

In addition to the training dataset, another concern is how to efficiently come
across the limited computational resources characteristic of academic environ-
ments. For instance, at the beginning of my Ph.D., the available resources for train-
ing and testing models were four NVIDIA GEFORCE RTX 2080 (the latest-generation
GPU at that time). Training all models that are mentioned in Chapter 2 (eight types
in total) requires ten days of full-time usage of these GPUs, not to mention the
time spent on the upfront hyperparameters searching, and the online driving test
on CARLA benchmarks. Therefore, training protocol and model architecture need
to be reasonably designed considering the available computational capacity. For
instance, the input images need to be down-scaled to 200 x 88 pixel resolution, the
batch size is set to below 120, and the dimension of FC layers can not be too high,
etc. The situation becomes more concerning when training multimodal models
that require more memory than single-modal models, due to the increase of model
parameters.

Moreover, to assess variability in performance, all the models need to be trained
and tested several times. Specifically, this variability comes from two sources: 1)
Due to training convergence of the underlying CNNs, we Follow standard machine
learning good practices to train each model five times and select the best in each
case based on the offline validation; 2) Due to different circumstances of each
driving on CARLA benchmark, for each model, we run for three times and report
the mean and standard deviation of the success rate. In fact, the benchmark already
segregates the most important sources of variability for a better understanding
of the performance of a given model: four environment conditions (training and
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new, town and weather), and four traffic conditions (one straight, making one turn,
navigation, navigation with dynamics). In other words, one single model is tested
in 16 different situations, and each of those tests over either 100 or 50 driving runs,
depending on the environmental condition. Completing the benchmark for one
single model takes around 10 to 12 hours on a single GPU.

After that, due to the increase in the number and capacity of GPUs in our re-
search group, some sub-optimal conditions for model training have been improved,
allowing for more extensive research. We can try more hyperparameters search-
ing, such as using larger batch sizes, scaling up the resolution of RGB input, as
well as adding more layers, or even using a visual transformer model that requires
considerable computing power at training time. Nevertheless, regarding the time
required for training, it is still challenging to explore large-capacity deep models.
For instance, training a CIL++ model in Chapter 4 requires around 5 days of full-
time usage of an NVIDIA A40 (a new-generation powerful GPU with a memory
size of 48 GB). In fact, for some large models, the computational resource is still
the main bottleneck. For instance, the ViT [49] needs to be trained by a standard
cloud TPUv3 with 8 cores for approximately 30 days, which is huge and beyond the
computational capacities of many groups.

While developing the research in this Ph.D., the CARLA simulator has been
constantly changing for improvements. From Chapter 2 to Chapter 4, the driving
test for models is always carried out on the latest benchmark at that time, ranging
from the original CARLA benchmark to the later NoCrash and Leaderboard. In the
meantime, dealing with the compatibility of different CARLA versions has been
another inevitable ordeal in the research process. For one thing, the hardware and
software required for installation and compilation may change; and for another,
comparing model results with peers can be complicated due to the experimental
environment of different CARLA versions and benchmarks. For maximum fairness,
in our work, we always provide clear baselines, and compare our models with those
most relevant SOTA models which are tested in the same or close versions.

5.3 Future work

Delivering autonomous vehicles requires extensive efforts, ranging from obtaining
the permission of relevant departments and passing relevant legal procedures
to preparing capital costs, efc. Due to the constraints of human resources and
equipment costs, all of the experiments in this thesis were performed on the CARLA
simulator. For future work, we are interested in conducting driving experiments of
our CIL++ model in the physical world. To evaluate the model, a qualitative metric
and systematic tests will be designed, considering various weather and driving
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route conditions. Apart from this, based on the existing computing resources, we
believe it is also worth exploring the multi-frame input setting for CIL++, with
the intuition that the temporal information is somehow useful for taking driving
decisions. Another possible direction to extend this work is to train a monocular
depth estimation module to generate depth maps for real car driving. From the
conclusion in Section 2.5, we believe that with the assistance of depth information,
the performance of our current CIL++ model can be further boosted and achieve
better driving performance, even compared to other models that require costly
human-labeled data for training.
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