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Abstract: Navigating autonomous vehicles within a partially known environment to achieve a specific goal is an impor-
tant yet challenging problem. It necessitates ensuring the safety of the vehicle along its trajectory, accounting
for potentially unknown obstacles while maintaining the vehicle’s ability to navigate the path at all times. Con-
ventionally, a safe path is devised based on the available offline information. This does not exploit additional
environmental information that can be obtained during movement. In a hierarchical moving horizon planning
and control framework, we recast the lower-level vehicle control problem as a dual control problem, where
the objective extends beyond merely following a given path, to include active exploration. This exploration
involves acquiring additional information to reduce the uncertainty about obstacles encountered, potentially
improving overall performance. Recognizing that active exploration can incur additional costs or lead the
vehicle into situations where obstacles impede the traveled path, we propose a fallback strategy that involves
returning to a known, possibly suboptimal, path. The approach is illustrated through simulations.

1 INTRODUCTION

The deployment of autonomous vehicles has a broad
spectrum of applications, ranging from self-driving
cars to unmanned aerial vehicles used, for example,
in search and rescue missions (de Alcantara Andrade
et al., 2019; Ibrahim et al., 2019; Nawaz et al., 2019).
To perform their tasks, these systems include path
planning and motion control components, which in
all circumstances need to ensure collision avoidance
and safety (Aggarwal and Kumar, 2020). Path plan-
ning and control are challenging in the presence of
unknown or only partially known environments. Typ-
ically, planning is based on maps and complemented
by onboard sensor data, such as camera systems or LI-
DAR. However, environmental information and maps
are often incomplete due to limited sensing capabili-
ties, such as range and field of view. This results in the
challenge of control and planning under conditions of
environmental uncertainty.

Missing environmental information often leads
to conservative behavior to ensure obstacle avoid-
ance under all conditions. This raises the ques-
tion of whether planning and control can be
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information/perception-aware to improve perfor-
mance. In perception-aware planning, also denoted
as information-aware re-planning, the objective is to
derive a trajectory that facilitates exploration of the
environment to acquire additional information regard-
ing detected obstacles (Popović et al., 2024). Do-
ing so potentially improves performance, enabling a
more efficient trajectory. (Palazzolo and Stachniss,
2018) introduced an online exploration-aware algo-
rithm that determines the next point to visit, where
the expected information about the uncharted region
is maximized. The work (Julian et al., 2014) strives
to optimize a mutual information reward function to
motivate the robot to explore new areas. Based on
an information-theoretic framework, Folsom et al.
(2021) employs rapidly exploring random tree algo-
rithms for the Mars helicopter to collect information
about the surface. The autonomous exploration of a
mobile robot within an environment, delineated by
an occupancy grid map, is described in (Wang et al.,
2019).

From a control point of view, the challenge of ac-
tive exploration is closely related to the concept of
dual control (Mesbah, 2018; Feldbaum, 1960). Dual
control considers that control actions impact infor-
mation about the state of the system and vice versa.
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Figure 1: The figure above, the active exploration approach is activated that may lead to a shorter path to move from A to
B: The vehicle starts along an offline planned safe path (solid blue line), that considers the unseen area depicted in grey
as not safe, leading to a long but safe path to reach the goal B. Moving along the safe path the vehicle acquires additional
environmental information in the sensors field of view Zt , depicted as a green section in front of the vehicle. The active
exploration is activated by augmenting the control, not the planning layer by an exploration term that allows departing from
the preplanned path to explore and possibly find a shorter path to the goal, depicted by the solid green line. The figure below
is the case where the fallback strategy is activated as the exploration steers the vehicle to a situation where it is obstructed by
obstacles.

Achieving a balance between enhancing system infor-
mation/environmental information and fulfilling the
overarching control objective becomes important. Al-
though exploration can potentially contribute to im-
proving the overall objective, for example, if the au-
tonomous vehicle reaches its destination in a shorter
time, it is essential to recognize the potential increase
in costs by prolonged exploration. In addition, there
exists the risk that obstacles obstruct the movement
of the autonomous vehicle. Therefore, it is crucial
to integrate a fallback strategy designed to monitor
exploration cost and environmental information gain
and serve as an emergency mechanism, directing the
autonomous vehicle along a safe path once the explo-
ration becomes expensive or if obstacles obstruct the
vehicle. A series of works have tackled the task of
active exploration and control, and fallback options.
In (Xue et al., 2018), an approach is introduced to
address sensor failure, i.e. loss of environmental in-
formation, for unmanned vehicles, ensuring vehicle
safety. (Genin et al., 2023) implemented a defen-
sive fallback controller to improve the overall safety

of autonomous vehicles in cases where the primary
controller misjudges the potential risk of pedestrian
collisions. In (Sinha et al., 2023), a fallback safety
controller is introduced to protect autonomous vehi-
cles during a perception model failure, thus improv-
ing overall vehicle safety. (Soliman et al., 2022) intro-
duced an active planning and control framework for-
mulated as a dual optimal control problem to improve
overall planning and control.

We consider autonomous ground vehicles
equipped with onboard sensors with a limited sensor
field of view, denoted Zt , that is, the system has
limited sensing capabilities; see Figure1.

We assume that an offline planned path is avail-
able based on the beforehand available environmen-
tal information. We outline a hierarchical moving
horizon planning and control strategy, where the ex-
ploration is performed in the low-level vehicle con-
troller, not the planning level. Although not perform-
ing a global perception-aware planning might limit
the achievable performance, doing so simplifies com-
putations and allows us to consider the information
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gain during control from a dual-control perspective.
We propose that the autonomous vehicle follows

the preplanned path passively; see Figure 1; without
replanning or exploring until the sensors reach an un-
known region or detect an obstacle. Upon detection
of an obstacle, the lower-level controller explores the
possible for a shorter way to reach the goal, while
reducing the uncertainty about the obstacle. This is
achieved by integrating an exploration objective into
the moving horizon optimization task for control. If
exploration becomes too expensive or the vehicle be-
comes stuck, a fallback mechanism is used, return-
ing the autonomous vehicle to the safe path to reach
the final destination; see Figure 1. The remainder of
the paper is structured as follows. In Section 2, we
present the problem formulation. Section 3 outlines
the hierarchical planning and control scheme, includ-
ing the lower-level exploration controller. Section 4
introduces the fallback strategy. The effectiveness of
the our approach is demonstrated in Section 5, before
summarizing the findings in Section 6.

2 PROBLEM FORMULATION

We consider an autonomous vehicle equipped with
onboard sensors that moves in a partially known envi-
ronment with static obstacles; see Figure 1. The pos-
sibly nonlinear vehicle dynamics are given in discrete
time:

xk+1 = f (xk,uk), (1)

where x ∈Rnx and u ∈Rnu represent the vehicle states
and control input, and f : Rnx ×Rnu →Rnx . The state
vector xk =

[
pk

T, · · ·
]T contains the center of mass co-

ordinates pk ∈ Rn, orientation, and velocities, pitch,
etc. The autonomous vehicle should move from an
Initial position A to a Final position B. We assume
that a safe path from A to B, based on the offline avail-
able environment avoiding unknown regions is avail-
able, see Figure1.

2.1 Planning in the Sensor Field of View

We assume that the autonomous vehicle is equipped
with an onboard sensor that has a limited field of
view, Zt see Figure 1. For simplicity, we assume that
this field of view is shaped as an ellipsoidal segment,
which is common for many sensor systems such as
LIDAR, radar, and cameras. At each sampling time,
t, the sensors onboard capture new information which
is used for control or replanning of the path. Often,
a hierarchical control and planning scheme is used,
intertwining the planning and control problem. We

propose that, starting at point A, the preplanned safe
path based on the offline map data is used by a model
predictive path following controller (Matschek et al.,
2019) to ensure the vehicle follows the path until the
sensor’s field of view, Zt , encounters unknown re-
gions or an unknown obstacle. At that point, a low-
level exploratory controller is activated to explore the
unknown region, potentially finding a more optimal
path while considering the sensor field of view and
the available map information, see Figure 2. Note
that in principle, ‘global’ path planning could be per-
formed whenever new environmental information is
encountered to find a new optimal path. However, this
approach is computationally expensive and often can-
not be performed on the vehicle itself due to hardware
limitations. Therefore, we propose online or sensor-
based path planning when new information becomes
available, with the aim of locally planning a safe path
within the sensor’s limited field of view. Upon detect-
ing an obstacle Oi, where i ∈ {1, . . . ,No} and No is the
number of obstacles, the local planner devises a safe
path within the field of view.

Furthermore, not that we do not focus on uncer-
tainties in the system dynamics or external distur-
bances acting on the vehicle. To ensure safety in
these cases, one could perform an additional con-
straint backoff, that is, add a safety region around the
obstacle (Soliman et al., 2022) and/or use tube-based
predictive control techniques.

Performing path planning over the field of view
is still generally computationally challenging for au-
tonomous systems. Thus, we propose to use a hi-
erarchical approach, where the low-level controller
”hides” the systems’ nonlinearities and uncertainties
and performs the exploration, while the high-level
planner uses a linear system model and is formulated
as a mixed-integer optimization problem looking over
a prediction horizon Np covering the field of view
Soliman et al. (2022). The mixed-integer formulation
using the linear system model is formulates as:

min
up,d

t+Np

∑
k=t

(
∥pp

k − pp
B∥∞ +∥up

k∥∞

)
(2a)

s.t. xp
k+1 = Axp

k +Bup
k , xp

t = x̂(t), (2b)

Ei,t pp
k ≥ ei,t +Mbig(1−di,k), (2c)

Zt pp
k ≤ zt , (2d)

Ainxp
k ≤ bin, (2e)

Ne

∑
k=1

di,k = 1 (2f)

Here, xp
k denotes the predicted states of the linear

model. x̂(t) is the measured system state at time t
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Figure 2: The global/offline planner plans a safe path based on the available environment information. The vehicle follows the
preplanned path till unexplored area is detected by the onboard sensor field of view. The online/sensor-based planner plans a
safe path within the current field of view and the dual explorative controller is active to explore the detected region/obstacle.
When the vehicle is obstructed by other obstacles or the exploration cost is exceeded, the proposed fallback controller is
activated to return the vehicle to the preplanned path till reach the goal.

and up
k are the system inputs. The safety of the ve-

hicle is guaranteed by obstacle avoidance constraints
(2c) with time-varying matrices of appropriate dimen-
sions E, using the so-called big M formulation; see,
e.g., (Williams, 2013). ei,t represents the detected ob-
stacle i at time t. The predicted trajectory must be
within the current field of view in (2d). In (2e) system
constraints are considered. The binary variable con-
straint is considered in (2f). Solving (2) leads to an

optimal reference x∗t =
[
xp

t
∗T
, ...,xp∗

t+Np

T
]T

and a se-
quence of binary variables d∗, related to the active ob-
stacle constraints. Both are exploited in the low-level
exploratory controller. To incentivize the autonomous
vehicle to explore the environment/obstacle, the de-
tected obstacle is expressed by a virtual linear system
subject to uncertainty. The initial condition of the vir-
tual system ŵt is sent from the planner layer to the ex-
ploratory controller. To obtain this information, first,
all intersection points of Zt , and the detected obstacle
Gi,t are determined, then the intersection point close
to target B is selected; see Figure 3.

3 EXPLORATIVE LOW-LEVEL
DUAL CONTROLLER

Encouraging the autonomous vehicle to collect infor-
mation proactively about obstacles and explore its en-
vironment can improve control performance and over-
all objectives, such as reducing travel time to its des-
tination (Soliman et al., 2022). Therefore, the low-
level controller is tasked with incentivizing the au-
tonomous vehicle to explore the environment in the
safe field of view. To do so, a heuristic function is in-
corporated into the cost that encourages the controller
to increase the information content or reduce the un-
certainty, i.e., gain more information about the part of
the obstacle behind the field of view. Specifically, the
controller uses the reference trajectory x∗t , as well as
a time-varying convex set Lt that describes a convex
obstacle-free region in the field of view; see Figure 3.
If the vehicle model is perfect and the measurement
uncertainty is negligible, the low-level controller can
move freely within the set Lt , as this avoids collisions.
A possible safe convex set Lt can be obtained from the
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Figure 3: Two examples for the field of view and a convex subset of the safe convex set Lt which is obstacle free. (a) shows
the resulting set Lt for a single obstacle in case of a field of view resulting from a camera sensor. (b) shows the resulting set
Lt for a single obstacle in case of a field of view resulting from a LIDAR sensor. Upon detection of obstacles, the intersection
points between the field of view and the known obstacle Gt are determined, and the point near the destination point B denoted
w1

t or w2
t is sent to the controller. The safe convex set Lt (in dark red) is the intersection between the current field of view and

the binary variable d∗ sent by the planner.

solution of (2) as:

Lt :=


p ∈ R3, such that
Ei,t p ≥ ei,t +Mbig(1−d∗

i,t),

Zt p ≤ zt ,

∀i ∈ [1, ...,No].

(3)

Since di,k can change over time k ∈ {t, ..., t + Np},
there might exist several obstacles-free sets. Since the
current position of the vehicle lies within the convex
set, we take the convex set found at time t.

We are interested in improving the information,
reducing the uncertainty, of the obstacle edge wt close
to the destination point B; see Figure 3, as this ’rep-
resents’ the point where the uncertainty of the unseen
obstacles “starts”. We will exploit this information in
the low-level controller during the exploration task to
decrease the uncertainty and gain more information
about the obstacle. In our scenario, unseen parts of
the obstacles are characterized by uncertainty, repre-
sented by the edges of the detected obstacle wt that
follow a virtual linear system influenced by Gaussian
noise such that:

wk+1 = Awwk +Bw
νk, νk ∼ N (0, Qk). (4)

Here wk+1 ∈ R3 is the predicted obstacle edge with
initial condition wt = ŵt received from the high-level
planner. The uncertainty associated with the edge of
the obstacle, is characterized by the covariance matrix
Qk. It is inherently related to vehicle dynamics and
thus influences sensor information. The propagation

of ŵ is calculated using its mean and variance as:

µk = ŵt , (5a)
σk+1 = g(σk,Q(x,u)). (5b)

The function g in (5b) serves as a general estima-
tor, capturing the influence of the predicted control
signal on the propagation of uncertainty. It is impor-
tant to note that we have assumed that the mean value
of the dynamics of the obstacle remains constant at
ŵt , while its uncertainty fluctuates with changes in the
state of the system. The evolution of the autonomous
vehicle states directly impacts the evolution of envi-
ronmental uncertainty, denoted Q(·). The propaga-
tion function of environmental uncertainty can be ex-
pressed by uncertainty based on angle or distance; de-
tails can be found in (Soliman et al., 2022). Through
the inclusion of an excitation term in the objective
function, control signals facilitate not only control ac-
tions but also probing actions. Therefore, the over-
all dual optimal control problem in the low-level con-
troller can be expressed as follows:

J(xk,uk,xs,σk) :=
k=t+Np

∑
k=t

W1F1(xc
k,u

c
k,x

p,∗
k )

+W2F2(σk)

+W3F3(xc
t+Np ,u

c
t+Np).

(6)

Here F1 penalizes the states with respect to the trajec-
tory x∗t given by planner, F2 is an exploration function
that can be expressed as the trace of the covariance
matrix (tr(σk+1)) and F3 is a terminal penalty func-
tion. Furthermore, the weighting matrices W1 and W2
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represent the trade-off between the control task ob-
jective and the exploration of the uncertainty learning
objective, while W3 is the terminal penalty weighting
matrix.

Notably, the hierarchical controller optimally
guides the autonomous vehicle, ensuring vehicle
safety, while exploration is carried out within the safe
convex set Lt defined by the high-level planner. The
resulting exploratory low-level controller is formu-
lated on a moving horizon:

min
uc

J(xk,uk,xs,σk) (7a)

s.t. xc
k+1 = f (xc

k,u
c
k), xc

t = x̂(t), (7b)
wk+1 ∼ N (µk, σk), (7c)
σk+1 = g(σk,Qk), σk= σt , (7d)

Qk = e(ψk,θt), (7e)
µk = ŵt , (7f)

xc
k+1 ∈ Lt , uc

k ∈ U (7g)

Here, uc = {uc
t , ...,u

c
t+Np

} is the sequence of control
actions. Only the first piece of the optimal control se-
quence is applied to the system, and the optimization
is repeated. Equation (7b) represents the dynamics of
the vehicle used in the low-level control layer using a
nonlinear function f : Rnx ×Rnu → Rnx . In particu-
lar, the predicted control trajectory affects the propa-
gation of uncertainty through the constraints (7d) and
(7e) where ψ represents the heading angle of the au-
tonomous vehicle while θt represents the angle of the
detected obstacle edge w.r.t. the fixed ground frame.
In (7g), the system states lay in the safe convex set
Lt obtained from the planning. Furthermore, control
signals uc

k are limited to within the set U, which can
be chosen as a trade-off between the allowed level
of aggressiveness and the smoothness of the trajec-
tory(Berntorp et al., 2018).

Frequently, exploring increases the overall cost,
mainly because the autonomous vehicle deviates from
the optimal path. Therefore, there is a trade-off be-
tween strictly adhering to the safe trajectory provided
by the high-level planner and engaging in exploration.

In scenarios where sensing capabilities are lim-
ited, e.g., a limited field of view and/or range, sensors
may only provide partial information about obstacles.
In such instances, the overall cost may become costly
in comparison to the planned offline path available.
Furthermore, the new path could be obstructed during
exploration execution; see Figure 1. Therefore, we
propose a fallback strategy that leads the vehicle back
to the safe path to ensure the completion of the task,
as outlined in the next section.

4 FALLBACK STRATEGY

If the cost for exploration becomes too high, or the
system reaches a locked position, the fallback mode
is activated; see Figure 2.

As a fallback strategy, we propose using an MPC
trajectory tracking formulation that takes advantage
of the off-line planned path and / or the safe route ex-
plored. To do so, the vehicle should be able to follow
the path previously implemented. It is formulated as
follows:

min
u

Jt(rt(·),ut(k),x(k),u(k)) (8a)

s.t. xc
k+1 = f (xc

k,u
c
k), xc

t = x̂(t), (8b)

∆yk = rt(k)−h(xk+1), (8c)

∆uk = ut(k)−uk, (8d)
xk+1 ∈ X , uk ∈ U, h(xk+1) ∈ Y (8e)

Here, the path to follow enters via the output and input
error dynamics (8c) and (8d). Furthermore, the refer-
ence rt(k) depends on time, that is, a new reference
is available to the controller at each time step. This
implies that the controller should drive the system to
be in a specific state at specific times while respecting
the state and control input constraints in and the non-
linear vehicle dynamics expressed in (8b) (Matschek
et al., 2019). The reference trajectory can be designed
prior to the execution of the autonomous vehicle mo-
tion and/or any additional waypoints explored by the
vehicle during the exploration process facilitated by
the dual controller. Note that the pre-planned path
or trajectory incorporates both the offline path and the
path explored in the exploration phase of the low-level
controller.

5 CASE STUDY

We investigate a mobile robotic system that navi-
gates a densely populated office environment. The
robot has partial offline map information; see Fig-
ure 4; where regions without information are gray-
shaded. Based on the map, an offline path planning
algorithm leads to a safe path, incorporating obstacle
data from the known areas, e.g., obstacles’ positions
and geometries, while circumventing the unexplored
gray region. The robot has limited sensing capabili-
ties, e.g., limited field of view and range. The mobile
robot can be mathematically represented by a kine-
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B

Figure 4: Employed planning and control strategy with low-level exploration controller if an unexplored area is encountered.
The exploratory dual-control low-level controller is activated once the field of view enters the uncharted area. While the robot
explores the area, it cannot find a shorter path as the robot is blocked by other obstacles. The fallback strategy is activated,
leading the robot back to the safe path to reach the goal.
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Figure 5: Resulting velocity and steering angle for the ve-
hicle. Red areas represent the vehicle’s mechanical con-
straints. The explorative low-level dual controller fully
exploits the vehicle’s capacity while respecting the au-
tonomous vehicle’s mechanical limitations.

matic bicycle model as follows (Jazar, 2017):

ṗx = vcos(ψ). (9a)
ṗy = vsin(ψ). (9b)
ψ̇ = v tan(δ)/L. (9c)
v̇ = u1. (9d)

δ̇ = u2. (9e)

Equations (9a) and (9b) represent the dynamics of the
center of mass of the vehicle while the heading an-
gle dynamics is given by (9c). The control inputs u1
and u2 are the acceleration and steering angle rates,
respectively. As shown, the autonomous vehicle fol-
lows the preplanned offline path until the onboard
sensor detects the presence of the gray region. Sub-
sequently, an online path planning and control ap-
proach is adopted. Upon obstacle detection, an ac-
tive exploration scheme is initiated, in which the vehi-
cle accelerates to its maximum capabilities within the
safe convex exploration set provided by the planner.
Due to limited sensing capabilities, the autonomous
vehicle could be obstructed by other obstacles or the
exploration cost remains constant, indicating that no
new information on the obstacle is acquired see Fig-
ures 4 and 6. The fallback trajectory tracking con-
troller is then activated, utilizing the safe explored
path and the preplanned path to guide the autonomous
vehicle safely to the goal point while adhering to the
vehicle’s dynamic constraints (see Figure 5).

6 CONCLUSIONS

Navigating autonomous vehicles in partially or en-
tirely unknown environments presents a significant
challenge, requiring the controller to ensure the ve-
hicle’s safety while completing the designated task.
Active exploration has been recognized as a method
to enhance performance. We propose utilizing on-
board sensor information within the vehicle’s field of
view to explore regions for which no information is
available offline. To achieve this, we have integrated
active exploration within a hierarchical moving hori-
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Figure 6: Employed planning and control strategy with low-level exploration controller if an unexplored area is encountered.
The exploratory dual-control low-level controller is activated once the field of view enters the uncharted area. While the robot
explores the area, the exploration costs increases as the robot cannot find a free path to the goal point. Fallback controller is
activated leading the robot back to the safe path to reach the goal.
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Figure 7: Resulting velocity and steering angle for the ve-
hicle. Red areas represent the vehicle’s mechanical con-
straints. The explorative low-level dual controller fully
exploits the vehicle’s capacity while respecting the au-
tonomous vehicle’s mechanical limitations

zon planning and control framework. For safe opera-
tion, active exploration is executed by the low-level
controller, which can deviate from the preplanned
path upon receiving new information from the on-
board sensors about unknown areas. When obstacles
are encountered, the additional information obtained
through active exploration is used to reduce object un-
certainties. We have also introduced a fallback strat-
egy that activates if exploration becomes prohibitively

expensive or fails. Through simulation, we demon-
strate the application of the proposed fallback con-
troller to a mobile robot navigating a cluttered envi-
ronment, with results highlighting its efficacy.
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