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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
This paper, by critically reviewing different years (from 2010 to Received 7 April 2021
2020) of research activities performed with Mobile Laser Scanning Accepted 1 August 2021
system, aims to review existing systems and how they are exploited
in multifaceted domains. To such extent, the work defines five field
domains where Mobile Laser Scanning have been used: Built and .

s 5 scanning; 3D scan

urban enwronmgnt, Cultural. heritage am{ {lrchaeology, technology; performance;
Underground environment, Environmental monitoring, Forestry (o field
and Agriculture. Besides, this paper sheds the light on the pros and
cons for each domain field, providing useful guidelines for those
researchers involved in three-dimensional data collection with
innovative systems. To achieve these purposes, research papers,
were analysed, mainly considering geosciences related journals.
The comparison among them revealed that, despite the incredible
potential of Mobile Mapping System, the human intervention is still
mandatory, and post-processing actions are needed to achieve the
desired results, regardless the domain field. Moreover, our study
provides insight into the technical and methodological limitations
that raise a general scepticism on Mobile Mapping System for
three-dimensional surveying, highlighting that in most of cases sup-
plementary data are required to make the final result trustworthy.
Such obstacles, hampering Mobile Laser Scanning diffusion, point
towards unexplored areas for further investigations, serving as use-
ful guidelines for future research directions.

KEYWORDS
LiDAR; mobile laser

1. Introduction

Geomatics experts, researchers and practitioners have witnessed a dramatic change in
the way surveying is conducted over the last two decades. Point clouds are the most
viable kind of data, to represent, at different scales and with different levels of com-
plexity, every kind of object. Broadly speaking, the problem domain dictates the
choice of sensors, processing techniques, computational approaches and resources,
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according to the products in output (e.g. 3D models, orthoimages, cartography, 2D
drawings) and foremost their quality (resolution, precision vs accuracy)
(Konecny 2002).

For this reason, acquisition tools have been developed to provide the user with
accurate and geometrically correct 3D data. Conversely, despite the indisputable value
of 3D point clouds, the choice of the right tool is entrusted on several variables: in
other word, the balance between costs, times, accuracy, efficiency, is hard to find. To
face this issue, Mobile Mapping System (MMS) proved to be a valuable alternative to
the combination of heterogeneous data, assuring benefits in different scenarios. MMS
possesses huge potential and its application in several domains has witnessed a grow-
ing interest in the latest years. The application of MMS is concerned with several
fields of research and examples of this can be found in a variety of engineering and
scientific disciplines: urban environment, cultural heritage, environmental monitoring,
mapping and modelling, just to mention some. Thus, the combination of several sur-
veying techniques is now a commonly used practice in Geomatic. It is generally
agreed that a well-defined pipeline is likely to lead to a suitable product for 3D repre-
sentation. However, little systematic work currently exists on how researchers have
applied MMS, providing a big picture for different areas.

It is fair to say that there are already a few comprehensive overviews and system-
atic surveys. For example, the paper of (Yanjun Wang et al. 2019) focuses on MMS
in outdoor scenes, given the wide range of possibilities offered for such environ-
ments, while (I Puente et al. 2013) emphasizes the application of MMS from the
point of view of commercially available tools. Although (Tucci et al. 2018) have a
similar focus to this review, which is in terms of pros and cons of delivering 3D
point clouds for mapping outdoor scenes, they are too specific and do not allow
practitioners to have a wider overview for other needs. Besides, the aforementioned
studies do not examine in detail the performances of the tools in comparison to the
large set of possible environments where MMS can be exploited. Therefore, the ana-
lysis here presented reports guidelines and best practices following previous works
by the authors (Chiappini et al. 2020; Di Stefano, Cabrelles, et al. 2020; Di Stefano,
Chiappini, et al. 2020; Paolanti et al. 2019), providing a strong baseline
of assessment.

This work is organized as follows: in Section 2, the motivations behind this
review are discussed, together with the research questions to be answered. Then, in
Section 3, the main definitions and tools broadly adopted in the literature are out-
lined. Our research design is described in Section 4, including our literature identifi-
cation search procedure, our filtering process and analysis methods. In Section 5,
the results of the literature review are reported. Five application domains are identi-
fied (Built and wurban environment, Cultural heritage and Archaeology,
Underground environment, Environmental monitoring, Forestry and Agriculture).
Drawing on this classification, we identify patterns of adopting MLS solutions in
different contexts, even considering the research trends in the last decades.
Following this analysis, in Section 6 e argue about pros and cons in different
domains, based on numerical and statistical analysis of the existing systems. Finally,
we draw conclusions in Section 7.



GEOMATICS, NATURAL HAZARDS AND RISK 2389

2. Review purposes

Among the Geomatic research community there is growing interest towards the
adoption of those surveying methods encompassing all the needs of the domain: ease
of use, reliability, efficiency, reduced costs, reduced human effort. It is well-known, in
fact, that the integration of heterogeneous data, coming from different source, is
somehow unavoidable dealing with complex 3 D surveys.

Mobile Laser Scanner (MLS) are taking over, given the surge of developing all-in-
one solutions. State of the art MLS are far from replacing much more consolidated
methods, but their expansion is compelling and deserves attention. In the scientific
literature, despite the proliferation of papers reporting experiments with MLS, little
systematic work currently exists on how researchers have applied MLS, providing a
general framework for different areas.

In this paper, we focus on the use of MLS techniques with a multidisciplinary pur-
pose, by identifying manifold features that characterize the existing systems and how
they are exploited in multifaceted domains. In particular, the existing literature leave
unanswered the following questions:

Can MLS technologies be considered an all-in-one solution for different domains?
Given the recent technological advances in point cloud acquisition, where MLS
technologies have been mostly applied?

e Is it possible to provide the research community with guidelines, driving practi-
tioners towards the better solution use according to the needs of the survey?

e Which are the advantages and disadvantages of using MLS in different scenario?

3. Mobile laser scanning
3.1. Platform typologies

The expression Mobile Mapping System (MMS) describes a mobile platform that can
be either aerial or terrestrial, in which measurement systems and sensors are inte-
grated for the acquisition of geo-referenced metric data. Hence, an MMS is an inte-
gration of three main hardware components: optical sensors, navigation/positioning
sensors and a control unit (Toschi et al. 2015). This technology, if combined with a
Light Detection and Ranging (LiDAR) unit, can be referred as Mobile Laser Scanner
(MLS) which is a widely used acronym in recent literature. This approach has the
great advantage to be time efficient if compared with the other survey’s methods. In
this case, the laser scanners have been placed on moving platforms in order to obtain
multiple scan positions with artificial targets for high detection rates and avoiding, as
much as possible, shadowing effect and non-detection areas. It is a further technology
improvement which combines a moving sensor with position estimation to obtain
continuous registration and unlimited viewing angles (Westling et al. 2020). For what
concerns the quality of the data obtained with the MLS surveys, it depends on the
devices used but it generally reaches a centimetric accuracy and a resolution that is
related to the data acquisition speed and the distance of the detected objects (Gollob
et al. 2020). The MLS are usually categorised according to the mobile platform used.
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According to the recent literature reviewed, the mobile terrestrial platforms can be
split in human-based, wheel-based, boat-based and sledge-based. With the term
‘human-based’ it is referred to platforms carried by human beings and, normally,
they are mentioned as Personal/Portable Laser Scanner (PLS) or Wearable Laser
Scanner (WLS). There are few differences between PLS and WLS: the first is usually
referred to systems that can be carried manually by the operator (such as a hand-held
laser scanner) while the second usually means small devices which can be worn by
the operator, like scanners in a backpack. The ‘wheel-based” platforms can be referred
to as trolleys, vehicles on rails, motorbikes, bikes and vehicles. The latter include road
vehicle, All-terrain Vehicle (ATV) and Unmanned Ground Vehicle (UGV). Very
often UGV coincide with ATV, as they are used where people cannot access easily so
a remote-controlled vehicle (in literature may be referred simply as ‘robot’) able to
overcome difficult terrains. The ‘boat-based’ and the ‘sledge-based’ platforms are used
only in certain domains or conditions, where there is the necessity to use such kinds
of platforms (Kaasalainen et al. 2010; Vaaja et al. 2011). Sometimes, the acronym
‘Boat Mobile Mapping System (BoMMS)’ is utilised to denote mobile mapping sys-
tems mounted on boats, regardless the boat size. Dealing with airborne mobile sys-
tems, in literature they are mainly referred as Airbone Laser Scanner (ALS), but it is
possible to find even ‘Aerial Laser Scanner’ and ‘Aircraft Laser Scanner’ and the main
difference is due to the laser units equipped, which have different range in the data
acquisition. Even in this case, the acronyms UAV and UAS (respectively Unmanned
Aerial Vehicle and Unmanned Aircraft System) can be found in literature and they
are both referred to the ALS systems. Prior to the scanners installed on mobile plat-
forms, lasers were used on fixed platforms and these systems were named Terrestrial
Laser Scanners (TLS). Technological innovation has expanded the use of such station-
ary laser units which, when bundled with localization and mapping systems, can
become mobile laser units and in literature are directly termed either MLS or mobile-
TLS (Kukko et al. 2012). As mentioned above, a typical MLS system has the capacity
to localize and map itself thanks to both the Global Navigation Satellite System
(GNSS) receiver and the Inertial Measurement Unit (IMU), which are sensors that
will be better explained in the next review’s section (section 3.2).

3.2. Localization and mapping systems

During the last two decades, the improvement of navigation systems has driven the
industrial and scientific community towards the use of several types of sensors which
are widely used in the geomatic community. These innovations have contributed to
the MLS technologies development, which allows to acquire the surrounding environ-
ment in a rapid and efficient way through data localization, with sensors able to per-
form in all weather conditions (Chang et al. 2019). Commercial MLS instruments are
equipped with multiple sensors for the navigation system consisting of GNSS (Global
Navigation Satellite System) and IMU (Inertial Measurement Unit). These two com-
ponents can ensure the correct geo-referenced positioning for the three-dimensional
laser scanning data (Kukko et al. 2012). GNSS refers to a group of satellites which
provide space signals, delivering positioning and timing information to the GNSS
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receivers. The latter, subsequently, use these data to establish the position (Groves
2015). Inertial measurement units have acquired a remarkable level of popularity in recent
years as a low-cost way to measure motion. An IMU can measure both linear accelerations
(three-axis accelerometer) and spin rates (three-axis gyroscope), which can be numerically
integrated to provide three-dimensional position and orientation of an object. In combin-
ation with the position data, IMU allows to transform the point data obtained by the MLS
local frame into the ground-centric-ground-fixed system. Hence, all points are projected into
a common framework and any non-compensated error from the IMU will have a direct
effect on the geometrical quality of the point cloud (Liu et al. 2019). The level of accuracy of
the GNSS/IMU navigation system is related to the signal detection quality of the GNSS, espe-
cially if it is composed by low-cost sensors (Chang et al. 2020). To increase location accuracy
and remove MLS errors in GNSS-denied environments, previous developers have made sig-
nificant improvements on data-driven (Mao et al. 2015) and model-driven techniques. Data-
driven methods may be directly used to fix point clouds data starting from ground truths
and using multiple available correction algorithms. On the other hand, model-driven
approaches set up mathematical models for the MLS systems and analyse the error factors to
calibrate the biases (Liu et al. 2019). Furthermore, Simultaneous Localization and Mapping
(SLAM) algorithms have been investigated in robotics in the past years. SLAM algorithms
generate a map of an unfamiliar environment and, in the meantime, it locates the mobile
platform. The SLAM system requires a closed loop survey to improve the final precision.
Different studies stated that each scan should start and end at a fixed point to ensure a closed
loop and locate properly the data collected in the unknown environment, registering the
whole points cloud obtained without the GNSS signal (Cabo et al. 2018; Gollob et al. 2020).
To localize positions with SLAM, it is possible to apply two major strategies: absolute posi-
tioning with feature-matching and relative positioning with scan-matching. The first strategy
matches feature detected (such as lines, corners, circles, etc.) with a generated feature map
which allows to recognize the position. In the second strategy, two or more scan points
frames are matched together by various algorithms to obtain the movement done by the
MLS. Therefore, the SLAM algorithm performs better when applied indoors, with regular
and repetitive features, while it has been shown to perform poorly when applied outdoors
due to the complex and irregular features detected by the laser scanner. These irregularities
create abrupt movements or difficulties to detect the whole area, increasing the computation
payload and the complexity of the algorithm design (Tang et al. 2015). The combination
between the GNSS/IMU navigation system and SLAM will successfully reduce navigation
drift whenever the GNSS signal is not clear and will provide absolute navigation information,
which are not provided by the SLAM algorithms (Chang et al. 2019).

4, Definition of the research strategy

The systematic literature review presented in these pages was conducted querying
international scientific databases. The main repositories used were Scopus, Web of
Science (WOS) and Science Direct. In addition, in order to cover a wider spectrum
of scientific high-quality papers, even search engines such as Google Scholar and
CiteSeerX have been used.’
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The search strategy adopted includes articles dealing with procedures, study cases
and comparison between devices. To obtain an overview in the geomatic sector, the
terms referring to Mobile Laser Scanner system have been used. As first search, the
terms ‘Mobile Laser Scanner’ and ‘Mobile Mapping System’, provided several papers.
Being a review based on the Geomatic sector, a first screening was carried out in five
different main domains: Built and urban environment, Cultural heritage and
Archaeology, Underground environment, Environmental monitoring, Forestry and
Agriculture. Then, a further pre-processing was conducted by including other key-
words such as ‘LiDAR’, ‘Mapping’, ‘Localization’, ‘3D Scan Technology’, 3D
Modelling’ in association with ‘Point Clouds’, ‘Accuracy’, ‘Performance’, ‘Comparison’
which are all related to the research field. Thanks to the search filters provided by the
repositories and by the search engines, the keywords previously mentioned were
searched in the resulting papers’ title, abstract text and keywords. These terms
ensured that the search conducted was in line with the technologies and outcomes in
Geomatics. Moreover, the publication date was a criterion for choosing the articles to
be analysed. Nevertheless, there are a few articles submitted in 2020 but published in
early 2021 that have been used to submit a complete literature review on MLS. Once
that all the papers were collected, at least two authors carefully read each of them,
starting from the title and abstract. Thereafter, the next stage of screening, went
through the contents reading. A results and discussions comparison among the
selected papers was carried out, giving the possibility to reach a total number of 89
papers obtained from these filter operations.

Thus, accordingly to the search instruction, an example of code used in the Scopus
repository was as follows:

(TITLE-ABS-KEY (lidar, AND mobile AND laser AND scanner) ) AND (point AND
clouds, AND performance) AND (LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2020) OR LIMIT-TO
(PUBYEAR, 2019) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2018) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2017)
OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2016) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2015) OR LIMIT-TO
(PUBYEAR, 2014) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2013) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2012)
OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2011) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2010) )

To assure quality, the majority of the papers selected were based on the reference
journals within the Geomatic research community, according to their level of
Scimago Quality index and Impact Factor as scientific soundness indicators.
However, even international conferences papers were considered because of their rele-
vance in the disclosure of MLS technologies.

Finally, it is worthwhile to underline that, given the multidisciplinary nature of
MLS, it would be restrictive to limit the research only to those journals who deal
strictly with the Geomatic, so that the research was extended to a wider set of disci-
plines (even if close to the Geosciences). The articles that were considered incoherent
with the research topic and published before the year 2010 were discarded.

5. Results

The goal of this paper is to add awareness to the body of knowledge, highlighting
pros and cons of a solution that, despite its proven reliability, might bring to
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Figure 1. MLS papers annual trend in all the review’s domains.

incorrect evaluations. The paper is also aimed at facilitating a more conscious use of
the different available MLS systems, thanks to a thorough quantitative comparison
made over the published papers and based on the tests conducted by the research
group in charge of this review.

Our contributions in this paper are concluded as follows:

e A comprehensive review of existing MLS tools. The classification has been per-
formed according to the support and methodology of field survey. The purpose is
to reorder and unify definition and taxonomies which are somehow misleading
and in contrast to one another.

e Various scenarios in which MLS have been used. Classification of MLS according
to the environment in which they have been used, with the purpose of providing
the big picture of the possibilities offered by the systems.

e Analysis of the experimental results. According to some evaluation indicators (e.g.
accuracy achieved), the aim is to summarize the results of the obtained data using
the different case studies reported in the literature.

e Discussion regarding the disadvantages of existing MLS and future directions. We
thoroughly analyse several problems for model design, which need to improve for
future research.

5.1. Statistical data

Existing MLS platforms, application domains, accuracy requirements and limitations
were examined in the recent literature, considering the period from 2010 to early
2021 which highlights a growing trend on MLS applications (Figure 1). The reasons
are attributable to more than one factor. The interest of using MLS in some applica-
tion fields is growing in the last years as explained in paragraph 5.3. Another import-
ant aspect is linked to the cost, which tends to decrease over the years, but mainly
the interest increased since MLS is suitable for different scenarios where millimetric
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M Built and Urban Environment

W Cultural Heritage and Archaeology Field
B Underground Environment
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M Forestry and Agriculture

Figure 2. Number of selected papers identified in the 10-year time span within a given domain.

accuracy is not required while the demand for data is always higher in the shortest
possible time.

After the selection of the articles based on the keywords search and the time
period mentioned above, the next step was to operate a sort of cataloguing by identi-
fying the possible parameters that could help to make subgroups.

Geomatics and therefore the instruments related to this discipline range over dif-
ferent fields of application, so a first classification of the articles was based on the
definition of domains. Five domain fields have been identified, namely built and
urban environment, cultural heritage and archaeology, underground environment,
environmental monitoring, forestry and agriculture (Figure 2).

The terminology mobile in the abbreviation MLS alludes to the dynamic mode of
use of the LiDAR device, whose movement is guaranteed by the type of platform on
which it is installed (Section 3.1). Therefore, a second cataloguing of the same articles
was carried out on the definition of the various types of platforms, achieving a cat-
egorization as: human-based (hand-held and backpack solutions), wheel-based (trol-
ley-based, devices mounted on road and rail vehicles), boat-based, sledge-based e
aerial or airborne (Figure 3). The sum of total number of MLS platforms used in all
articles is greater than the total amount of papers since some authors mentioned
more than one platform typology.

5.2. Test field domains

Here is a brief definition of the five identified domains within which the articles
describing the various MLS applications are grouped:

o Built and urban environment. a broad domain, which includes several applica-
tions related to the urban context. Being a domain strongly linked to human activ-
ities and human relations, the research carried out were specific to the relative
activity and/or relation, focusing especially on buildings indoor, outdoor urban
spaces and infrastructures.
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® Human-based
® Wheel-based
W Boat-based

B Sledge-based
W Aerial

Figure 3. Number of papers attributed to MLS platform typologies.

o Cultural heritage and Archaeology field: a domain facing with 3D documentation
and virtual reconstruction of indoor and outdoor environments of historical build-
ings or complex of buildings, underground built heritage and archaeological sites.

o Underground environment: types of emptied environment by geological processes
or anthropogenic actions.

e Environmental monitoring: various types of natural landscapes in which the major
natural processes are monitored with the geomatic technologies.

o Forestry and Agriculture: tree metric extraction in both managed or natural for-
ests and smart farming applications (orchards yields).

5.2.1. Built and urban environment

All over the world, urban environments have increased in recent years and nowadays
people are moving from rural areas or small villages to cities. The management, con-
servation and safe use of urban environments are topics of increasingly interest from
many points of view. Researchers are studying technologies, systems and services
which concern urban environments, both on a large map scale, considering urban
elements, and on a small one, studying entire areas of a city. The use of laser scan-
ners, thanks to theirs high precision, responds well to the different needs in urban
areas and smart cities, bringing multiple advantages. Three-dimensional analyses can
be made, starting from point clouds, which allow a faithful rendering of reality. These
data, with an accuracy down to the millimetre-level and a point density of thousands
points/m® can be used in different city applications, such as urban planning and
management (Yanjun Wang et al. 2019), recognition, segmentation of point clouds (
Li et al. 2019; H. Wang et al. 2015 ), classification of urban elements (Balado et al.
2018) and much more. All of these are possible thanks to the rapid data acquisition
of the modern MMS tools. By the way, the instrumentation varies according to the
application and the main scope since there is no suitable tool for all the needs at the
same time for which they are chosen according to performance, cost, conditions of
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use etc. In this paragraph both the advantages and disadvantages of the MLS tools
are considered.

In the last decade, several researchers have developed their own prototype MMSs
starting from the lidars available on the market, such as Velodyne VLP-16 or Hokuyo
UTM-30LX, to build their own prototypes scanning or mapping system, thus break-
ing down the economic barriers that are still high for many companies and
researchers.

Scanned elements, in urban environment, may vary greatly in size and this is due
to the different application areas present. In urban planning, there are rather exten-
sive areas, for example roads or group of buildings. In the majorities of the cases, the
systems used are wheel-based and ALS which allow to cover such areas in the short-
est time, while ‘human-based’ cases are rare but still significant. Another example of
laser scanner application in urban environment concerns infrastructures (such as
roads, bridges or tunnels). In these cases, the detail level required must be very high
to study anomalies, such as cracks or structural elements bending (Y. Yan and Hajjar
2021) or damage to the road surface. In the latter, an accurate extraction of roads
from MLS is therefore necessary (H. Wang et al. 2015). TLS would be the best choice
thanks to its accuracy, but its applicability is not always easy. In sites where MSL
with TLS cannot be performed, for safety reasons or just time consuming, the ALS or
MLS are proved to be the best solutions.

The applications in urban areas are potentially endless. Indeed, the application can
be extended further when dealing with the smart cities paradigm: to collect informa-
tion on advertising signals in the city (Chiappini et al. 2020), parking monitoring
(Bock et al. 2015), evaluation of emergency cases for infrastructures such as tunnels
(Leingartner et al. 2016) and much more. In literature there are already a few cases
of comparisons of laser scanner tools, specific to the urban environment ( C. Wang
et al. 2020; Yanjun Wang et al. 2019 ) and more generally reviews by MLS (I Puente
et al. 2013; Servieres et al. 2021).

Regarding the urban environment, different MLS applications are carried out in
the indoor context. Indeed, several studies have been made in spaces most used by
the human being activities and new technologies are focused on studying these struc-
tures. The interest in the use of laser scanners in these areas is constantly increasing,
especially in case of lack of data or where it is necessary to carry out massive inspec-
tions (Otero et al. 2020). Big data acquisition is getting importance for storing, study-
ing and evaluating the state of conservation in the cultural field, but also to study a
more innovative nature of semantic mapping for Artificial Intelligence (AI) use
(Paolanti et al. 2019) or Building Information Modelling (BIM) (Xiong et al. 2013).
Even social studies can be carried out on strategic buildings, supporting schools
reopening due to the ongoing global pandemic (Comai et al. 2020).The main MLS
tools on the market are almost always usable both indoors and outdoors with their
own advantages and disadvantages (Kaijaluoto et al. 2015). Among the major disad-
vantages there is the impossibility of using those systems provided with GNSS
(Shamseldin et al. 2018) and, for this reason, many researchers have worked to
develop their own systems capable of operating indoor which are mainly based on
methods that involve the use of inertial measurement units (IMU). Different
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Table 1. Built and urban environment MLS applications.

Typology Platform MLS system Context Purposes Application
Human-based Hand-held Kaarta Industrial zone Collecting data in urban (Chiappini et
Stencil 2 environment al. 2020)
Human-based Hand-held GeoSLAM Building indoor Automate the (Diaz-Vilarino et
ZEB REVO RT reconstruction of al. 2017)
building indoors
Human-based Hand-held GeoSLAM Building indoor  Algorithms for the (Nikoohemat et
ZEB1 interpretation of interior al. 2018)
Wheel-based  Trolley NavVis space using MLS
M3
Human-based Backpack GeoSLAM College indoor Comparison of two (Thomson et
ZEB1 systems against a al. 2013)
Wheel-based  Trolley Viametris traditional f
-MMS survey workflow
Human-based Backpack HERON School indoor MLS for re-opening of an  (Comai et
MS Twin educational building al. 2020)
Human-based Backpack Riegl University indoor  Evaluation of a (Lauterbach et
VZ400 and outdoor backpack MMS al. 2015)
Wheel-based  Road vehicle Riegl Urban Parking statistics (Bock et
VMX-250 environment al. 2015)
Wheel-based  Road vehicle Riegl Infrastructures Road detection (Yang et
VMX-450 al. 2017)
Trimble
MX2 MLS
Wheel-based  Road vehicle Optech Lynx Infrastructures Detect and classify urban  (Balado et
Mobile ground elements al. 2018)
Mapper
Wheel-based  Road vehicle RIEGL Infrastructures Detect road furniture (Li et al. 2019)
VUX-THA
Wheel-based  Road vehicle RIEGL Infrastructures Accurate extraction (H. Wang et
VMX-450 of roads al. 2015)
Wheel-based  Road vehicle FARO Urban Urban and (Kukko et
Photon 120 environment geomorphology mapping  al. 2012)
Trolley FARO
Photon 120
Boat-based Boat FARO
Photon 80
Wheel-based  Robot Velodyne Infrastructures MLS in disaster situation (Leingartner et
HDL-64E al. 2016)
Wheel-based  Trolley FARO Building indoor Level of trajectory (Kaijaluoto et
Focus3D X330 accuracies with high al. 2015)
FARO quality sensors
Focus3D 120S
Wheel-based  Trolley Kaarta Retail indoor Semantic 3 D object (Paolanti et
Stencil 2 recognition al. 2019)
Aerial ALS Velodyne Infrastructures Detection and extraction (Y. Yan and
VLP-16 of bridge elements Hajjar 2021)
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prototype applications can be found in the modern literature, such as: (Fu et al. 2012;
Niichter et al. 2015; Filgueira et al. 2016; Zhao et al. 2018; Karam et al. 2019). The
indoor MMS, often referred in literature as iMMS or i-MMS (Thomson et al. 2013),
or Indoor Mobile Laser scanner (IMLS) (Nikoohemat et al. 2018) is mostly human-
based. The latter can be split into hand-held, backpack, or trolley. Wheel-based are
also defined as those systems mounted on robots or remotely controlled vehicles.
ALS systems are almost impossible to use in indoor while TLS systems, which are
among the most performing laser scanners but also the most expensive, are integrated
with trolleys.

Based on these statements concerning the built and urban environment, it is easy
to understand that there is not a standard solution for all the case studies but the
MLS, technology and use method, must be chosen according to the specific require-
ments of the environment and needs. In the Table 1, some significant MLS applica-
tions in this domain are listed.

In the Table 2, it is possible to observe the accuracies values obtained by the differ-
ent researchers in their studies. The Build and Urban Environment accuracies are
obtained from the experimental use of an MLS instrument compared to the point
cloud obtained from TLS or from known points identified in the surrounding envir-
onment through manual measurement. The algorithm employed to minimize the dif-
ference between two point clouds is known as Iterative Closest Point (ICP), while the
distance between the points is calculated by the Cloud to Cloud distance computa-
tion. Both can be processed in CloudCompare, the most widespread software cited in
the literature. The accuracy required in built and urban domain may vary a lot.
Whether the point cloud required is intended for research activities at urban scale,
there are no doubt that MLS fulfils its task even when the errors are ‘big’ of the order
of 0,5m. Instead, a high accuracy is required when monitoring infrastructures, for
instance, inspection or management purposes of bridges and its elements. In this case
the use of TLS guarantees an accuracy level up to 2mm which will be used in com-
bination of MLS. The examples below give a clear idea of how much the accuracy
may vary according to the scope of application and the instruments in use.

5.2.2. Cultural heritage and archaeology field

Historic artefacts and archaeological sites, belonging to the cultural heritage domain,
should be preserved as cultural legacy and common heritage. The Charter of Krakow
is the most recent document defining the principles for conservation and restoration
of built heritage (ICOMOS 2000). Considering the definition of the Outstanding
Universal Value (UNESCO 1972), all the information available about a historical arte-
fact are useful to allow a widespread reconstruction, interpretation, conservation and
dissemination for future generations. Tangible cultural heritage, particularly immov-
able assets, is the main subject of application in the new methodological approaches.
Furthermore, cultural heritage is threatened by various factors such as natural haz-
ards, vandalism, development of cities, and aging, which in a pragmatic view means
that their eternity cannot be guaranteed, and the possibility of their loss always exists
(Hassani 2015).
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A structured digital 3D model as part of the architectural heritage improvement
process is an urgent need, nowadays. Moreover, the digital 3D model must be con-
verted into a crucial reference frame for the understanding and monitoring of docu-
mentation (Penttila et al. 2007).

Over the last decades, innovative 3D digitisations and geomatics techniques, as
non-invasive technologies, has entered the field of cultural heritage, mainly to meet
the needs of documentation, management and protection. The aim is to ensure that
the information regarding the significant historical characteristics (shape, appearance)
of a cultural heritage entity will be reserved in case of natural or other damages
(Gomes et al. 2014).

Specifically, carrying out a three-dimensional survey of cultural heritage objects
with geomatic instruments, in particular range sensors, makes it possible to achieve
the following objectives (3D Laser Scanning for Heritage 2011):

e 3D reconstruction, documentation, data source for restoration, conservation and
preservation interventions and activities;

e design of 3D parametric surfaces and meshes through reverse modelling, direct
modelling or generative modelling operations;

e spatial analysis and management through information system of the achieved 3D
geometrical models for further applications (HBIM or 3DGIS);

o detailed archivable record, condition analysis and structural monitoring in case of
changes over time due to forms of degradation or damage resulting from risk sit-
uations by anthropological and natural actions;

o digital inventories and sharing for education, research or tourism purposes and
also improving accessibility, knowledge and understanding.

MLS point clouds may represent a base material for professional figures working
in the field of cultural heritage such as conservators, architects, restorers, archaeolo-
gists and so on. This is the reason why laser scanners have become common in the
heritage field (Remondino 2011). Despite the millimetric accuracy achieved using sta-
tionary TLSs, they do not always guarantee speed or completeness of survey and so
cannot always operate in an efficient way, particularly in critical or difficult-to-access
environments. This is where the MLS comes in, which, thanks to its use in dynamic
mode can be defined as a fast and agile survey solution.

In CH, depending on the type of context, the degree of accuracy and the level of
detail, mobile devices are used in different ways. Thanks to the versatility and handi-
ness of portable devices such as hand-held and backpack, it is possible to survey any
type of environment in a very short time by making short and closed paths. These
are mainly used in indoor environments of historical buildings, underground built
heritage or to detect outdoor environments where it is not possible to operate with
wheel-based Laser Scanner for different factors such as restricted access for reasons of
cultural heritage safeguard or the presence of narrow passages to cross. When it is
necessary to detect objects along a long perimeter such as bas-reliefs or large-scale
cultural heritage sites or objects such as the ancient walls of a city or artefacts in
archaeological sites, the wheel-based solution is more likely to be adopted with MLS
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system, composed by TLS used in kinematic manner, on rails or mounted on trolley
or vehicles that travel long or medium distances in the vicinity of the object
of interest.

Aerial or airborne laser scanners are used here to survey very large areas of land at
various altitudes where remains of ancient cities, mound complex or archaeological
sites can be identified, allowing the possibility of creating a topographic and semantic
mapping of the identified objects (Campana 2017).

The different typologies of use based on the platform of the mobile device are clas-
sified according to the type of context and thus the environment in which it is
adopted. Environments have been identified as those indoor and outdoor of a histor-
ical building or complex of buildings, underground sites with an anthropogenic
nature of historical value (Underground Built Heritage - UBH), and mostly open-air
archaeological sites. The Table 3 summarizes the most relevant case studies where
MLS was chosen for survey purposes in the cultural heritage field.

In the previous table, only MLSs applied in the various contexts are reported, but
in the field of cultural heritage, in order to have a completeness of data of the cul-
tural object or context to be acquired, techniques of integration of geomatic instru-
ments are often used. In addition to MLS, TLS and photogrammetry, mainly aerial,
are also managed, whose data are then combined to enrich the level of detail and
information of the final three-dimensional model. The degree of accuracy of MLS-
generated point clouds is often compared with TLS-generated point clouds. The dif-
ference between TLS and MLS is also found in the final accuracy value. While TLS
guarantees millimetre-scale accuracy, the point clouds generated by mobile scanners
have a mean value up to one centimetre. This value is then confirmed after the
Cloud-To-Cloud or Iterative Closest Point (ICP) analysis operations between TLS and
MLS point clouds, which report an average accuracy value of the latter generally
lower than 10cm. In addition to the TLS, point clouds processed after an aerial
photogrammetry survey or by comparing the distance between points with targets
detected with a topographic survey can be used as ground truth for verifying the
accuracy of MLS-generated point clouds. Table 4 below reports some case studies
where the accuracy analysis of point clouds from MLS is listed in the field of cul-
tural heritage.

5.2.3. Underground environment

This section is devoted to that type of underground environment which has been
emptied by natural processes (caves) or anthropogenic actions (mines, quarries, tun-
nels). Three-dimensional survey of cavities created by geological and geo-mechanical
phenomena are objects of both research and monitoring study, e.g. collapse hazard
(Zlot and Bosse 2014; Dewez et al. 2017). The need for accurate spatial data is also
essential in underground space utilization to ensure the safety, void control, and effi-
ciency of extraction operations (Eyre et al. 2016). Mapping large-scale underground
environments, such as caves, mines and tunnels is typically a time consuming and
challenging benchmark. Existing techniques utilizing 3D terrestrial scanners mounted
on tripods rely on accurate surveyed sensor positions and are relatively expensive and
inefficient. Mobile mapping solutions have the potential to achieve coverage and
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Table 5. Underground environment MLS applications.

Typology Platform MLS system Context Purposes Application
Human-based Hand-held CSIRO Cave 3D mobile mapping (Zlot and Bosse 2014)
Zebedee and surface
reconstruction
Human-based Hand-held NavVis-3D Coal Mine 3D mineral (Chen et al. 2017)
environment
modeling and
positioning
Human-based Hand-held CSIRO Quarry 3D mobile mapping (Dewez et al. 2016)
Zebedee
Human-based Hand-held GeoSLAM Mining Evaluation of (Eyre et al. 2016)
ZEB 1 automated
GeoSLAM underground mapping
ZEB REVO solutions
GeoSLAM
ZEB 40-Hz REVO
Human-based Hand-held GeoSLAM Quarry Cavity-collapse (Dewez et al. 2017)
ZEB REVO hazard maps

Table 6. Underground environment MLS accuracies. List of abbreviations: TLS = Terrestrial
Laser Scanner.

Point
Application Context MLS system Ground Truth Cloud evaluation  Accuracy assessment
(Chen et al.  Coal mine NavVis-3D Field measurement Comparison of Approx.
2017) distance 5cm (difference)
measurement
(Eyre et al.  Mining GeoSLAM TLS Cloud-To-Cloud ~ 50% of the
2016) ZEB 1 Leica HDS6000 under data <15.6mm
GeoSLAM deviation 50% of the data
ZEB REVO comparison < 16.8mm
GeoSLAM 50% of the data
ZEB 40-Hz REVO < 19.7mm
(Dewez et al. Quarry CSIRO electronic distance Distance Distance accuracy
2017) Zebedee meter Leica measurement better than
Disto D210 validation 3mm over a 30 m
electronic distance distance
meter Bosch PLR-30 (that is, 1/10 000

relative accuracy)

mapping more accurately and completely (Table 5). Handheld laser scanners enable
faster complete dimensioning of cavities with gallery width, height, volume of voids,
location of voids with respect to assets above ground and thickness of
the overburden.

Underground contexts are typically challenging environments for 3D mapping,
because they are dark, wet, dusty, have limited lines of sight. They are also GPS-
denied areas. As the Table 6 resumes, the accuracies of survey in underground envir-
onment are evaluated under distance computation trough Cloud-To-Cloud algorithm
comparing with TLS point cloud or taking as ground truth geometric dimensions
manually measured.

5.2.4. Environmental monitoring
In recent decades, advanced monitoring technologies have spread and increasingly
been used for the study and management of geological hazard and risk, which may
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compromise, in some cases, the state of preservation of civil infrastructure (James
and Quinton 2014). Monitoring actions are necessary to guarantee health and safety
conditions by controlling the evolution of deformation patterns or detecting signifi-
cant instabilities. Geological applications, for example, geo-hydrological risk assess-
ment, rockfall runout modelling, or slope stability analysis, can have a great benefit
through non-destructive investigation (Kukko et al. 2012). In terms of spatial and
temporal resolution, the improvement of range-based techniques represents a signifi-
cant achievement. These methods provide innovative tools in supporting mapping
products and geological and geo-mechanical analysis required for assessment
and evaluation.

Accurate mapping and monitoring of different natural environment analysis are
critical tasks to which several techniques have been used, from aerial photographs,
remote sensing, land surveying, Close-Range Photogrammetry and, more recently,
Terrestrial Laser Scanning (TLS) and Mobile Laser Scanning (MLS). These latter tech-
nologies are in principle advantageous because of their good accuracy, easiness of use
and lower time of response (Jaboyedoff et al. 2012). For the completion of existing
surveys in particular, MLS was considered the most suitable alternative for the chal-
lenges established in the project requirements, concerning productivity, sample dens-
ity and final costs. In particular, Mobile Mapping System technology allows users to
reach complex, enclosed spaces by scanning by hand or by attaching a scanner to a
trolley, a drone or by mounting it on a pole. As a result, the variety of diffuse envi-
ronments to be detected becomes wider. In addition, the MLS’s SLAM technology
solves the problem associated with GNSS-based systems where it does not work well
in complex natural environments, where tree canopies hamper the signal to
be received.

In places with complex topography, the use of MLS, following a continuous path,
is more advantageous than a tripod-based laser scanner that requires multiple scan
positions to cover all the areas of the survey (Tommaselli et al. 2014). MLS data proc-
essed allow giving an added value and greater richness of the acquired data providing
a high detailed Digital Elevation Model (DEM) or Digital Terrain Model (DTM) of
the selected area (Lindenbergh and Pietrzyk 2015).

Alternative purposes to use mobile LiDAR technologies, in addition to the assess-
ment of the geometrical state, concern change detection, deformation analysis
(D’Aranno et al. 2019), hazard assessment and structural and infrastructural health
monitoring (Francioni et al. 2015) in different types of natural environment. In tech-
nical terms, mobile mapping solutions contemporaneously allow users to acquire geo-
metrical aspects for geological studies and geomorphological analysis, to operate
mapping of all the elements present in the detected area (e.g. vegetation, road, etc.),
and to define basic modelling for monitoring operations (e.g. rockfalls, coastal ero-
sion, river dynamics, etc.). Mobile laser scanning could also provide validation for
satellite analysis snow covered area estimation, especially in forested areas, where the
snow forest interaction is increasingly important for hydrological and climate models
(Kaasalainen et al. 2010).

Direct topographic, bathymetric reconstruction and large spatial coverage are
ensured with aerial or airborne laser scanner.
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Table 9. Forestry and agriculture MLS applications.

Typology Platform MLS system Context Purposes Application
Human-based  Backpack GeoSLAM Coniferous forest Inventory (Shilin et
ZEB REVO RT al. 2019)
Human-based Backpack GeoSLAM Coniferous forest Inventory (Cabo et
ZEB REVO RT (urban area vs al. 2018)
rural area)
Human-based Backpack GeoSLAM Coniferous forest Inventory (Bauwens et
ZEB1 al. 2016)
Human-based  Hand-held GeoSLAM Pure sweet Inventory (Perugia et
ZEB1 chestnut and al. 2019)
stand monitoring
Human-based Backpack Velodyne Forest Mapping (J. Shao et
VLP-16 al. 2020)
Human-based Hand-held GeoSLAM Forests Inventory (Gollob et
ZEB HORIZON al. 2020)
Human-based Backpack LiBackpack DG50 Apple Tree branch info (Zhang et
trees orchard al. 2020)
Human based  Hand-held Velodyne Coniferous forest Inventory (Jie Shao et
VLP-16 al. 2020)
Human-based  Hand-held CSIRO Mango orchard Measuring light (Westling et
Zebedee interception al. 2020)
Wheel-based ATV FARO Coniferous forest Inventory (Qian et
Focus al. 2016)
3D X330
Wheel-based ATV FARO Coniferous forest Modeling (Kukko et
Focus and inventory al. 2017)
3D X330
Wheel-based Robot Velodyne Coniferous forest Monitoring (Pierzchata et
VLP-16 al. 2018)
Wheel-based Road vehicle SICK LMS 511 Coniferous Forest ~ Mapping (Forsman et
al. 2016)
Wheel-based Robot Sick LMS 511 Olive trees Inventory (Auat Cheein
and
Guivant 2014)
Wheel-based Utility vehicle  Velodyne Apple Precise Spray (Sultan Mahmud
VLP-16 trees orchard Application et al. 2021)
Wheel-based Robot Velodyne Begonia fruit Tree branch and (Zhou et
VLP-16 tree orchard tree al. 2021)
metric info
Wheel-based Motorbike FARO Urban Trees Inventory, (Z. Yan et
Focus X130 crown volume al. 2019)
Aerial Helicopter Optech ALTM Coniferous forest Inventory (Moe et al. 2020)
Orion M300
Aerial Airplane Trimble Harrier Forest plantation Estimation of (Verma et
68i/G1 canopy al. 2016)
volume
Aerial Airplane RIEGL Dense Fire (Stefanidou et
VQ-1560i-DW Uneven-Aged management al. 2020)
Aerial Optech Old Inventory (Ferraz et
ALTM 3100 growth forest al. 2016)
Aerial UAV Velodyne Forest plantation Inventory (Corte et
Ultra Puck al. 2020)
Aerial UAV KAARTA Boreal forest Inventory (Hyyppa et
Stencil 2 al. 2020)
Aerial UAV RIEGL Tropical forest Inventory (Jorg et al. 2020)
LMS-Q560

The examples described by the literature (Table 7) are various, depending on nat-
ural effects as geological and atmospheric actions or anthropogenic consequences of
the built environment which compromise the stability of the natural landscape.
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Figure 4. Relation between the platform’s typologies and the test field domains.

In the field of environmental monitoring, MLS systems are representing an advanta-
geous surveying technique due to the topographical complexity, the difficulty of access,
and the characterisation of very large areas of the contexts examined. A quick survey
method is often convenient for geological, geomechanical, geotechnical and geomor-
phological studies due to both versatility of use of MLS and its adaptability to any sup-
port platform. When centimetre-level topographic data is required over distances of the
order of tens or hundreds of metres, MLS is a valid tool for such surveying purposes
for environmental monitoring. This final accuracy value is then compared with a
ground truth represented by a TLS point cloud or aerial photogrammetry or by com-
putation of the distance to points in the topographic network. In some cases, when the
lower degree of accuracy of the MLS is to be tested, a comparison analysis with meas-
urements made in the field or in the laboratory is used, such as the case of sediment
classification of water basins. In the latter case the degree of accuracy of the MLS does
not fully satisfy the identification of the different particle size components of the sedi-
ment, but it does recognise those with a diameter greater than 20 mm.

The Table 8 describes the degree of accuracy of MLS relative to examples of environ-
mental monitoring and it can be seen how the value varies from case to case.

5.2.5. Forestry and agriculture

Nowadays, ecosystems and natural resources have a priceless value for human beings.
The major issues of the modern world are related with the climate change, with the
food scarcity and with the demographic growth. The urban areas are expanding year
by year and the green ones need to be managed properly. Continuous technological
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innovation combined with the traditional methods techniques are increasing the prac-
ticable paths to follow and manage properly green areas, such as artificial environ-
ments or natural forests. The management of the latter, being complex ecosystems,
requires a big amount of information and data to make right future decisions (Gollob
et al. 2020). In the forestry sector, the forest inventory has a relevant role in the man-
agement choices and this process is gradually becoming more and more automated.
Spatial distribution information, trees and crowns volume and the diameter at breast
height (DBH) are among the most popular forestry parameters calculated automatic-
ally. This automation of processes has underlined the reduction in time and labour
required to obtain a big and useful quantity of tree metric data (Shilin et al. 2019).
However, traditional methods are still used as reference values for the quality assess-
ment of the automatically detected forest inventories (Gollob et al. 2020). The accur-
acy of the results obtained with the different automated methods depends on the type
of forest, species distribution, density, stand structure, past management and current
conditions (Kaartinen et al. 2012). As far as the smart farming is concerned, in the
orchards mainly, the canopy volume has been shown to be related to fruit yield and
this information is used for decision making in precision farming. Internal crown
gaps are difficult to be detected with traditional methods, and this can cause volume
overestimation (Westling et al. 2020). Even branches information like typology, length
and number are utilized as indicators in productive orchards, giving an indication
about trees growth and yields (Zhang et al. 2020). In the last decade, the laser scanner
technologies had, and still has, an important role in the automatization of these proc-
esses. Thanks to these instruments is possible to reconstruct a three-dimensional
(3D) model of the analysed forest or orchard, in a fast and accurate way. The Light
Detection and Ranging (LiDAR) instruments can be equipped on different platforms
which could be fixed, aerial or mobile, according to the different survey and resulting
pulse cloud needed (Perugia et al. 2019). In the last decade, the Terrestrial Laser
Scanning (TLS) survey has been used for the creation of 3D point clouds which are
dense enough to permit the spatial location of each tree, combining with an accurate
trees’ geometry extraction. Notwithstanding these advantages, the TLS survey is not
always the best one due to its static nature (Cabo et al. 2018). Forest inventories or
orchards 3D reconstruction over wide areas can be achieved with the help of
Airborne Laser Scanner (ALS) data. This kind of survey, combined with field sam-
pling, can reach good results even if certain algorithms developed in the last years
permit the individual tree crown segmentation starting from only ALS data. One of
the most common limitation of the ALS survey is the low-density points cloud
acquired and, to overcome this, multi-data source approaches have been developed,
combining different survey’s typologies (such as ALS with photogrammetry). The air-
borne laser scanning surveys are generally unsuitable for single tree measurements
because, although they cover large areas, they cannot accurately detect single tree
information due to their inability (or partial inability) to scan what is present below
the tree foliage (Gollob et al. 2020). However, if detailed data collection is needed,
data should be collected at plot level or even at individual tree level utilizing trad-
itional survey’s methods (Cabo et al. 2018). A further improvement in green areas data
collection method has been obtained using Mobile Laser Scanning (MLS) surveys, with
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moving platforms. The latter have made improvements in many fields, but limitations
in the forestry sector remain evident: the tree crown cover does not permit a spatially
continuous mapping (due to the low GNSS/IMU signal detection) and the relative 3D
point cloud does not match properly, leading to a reduction in instrument accuracy
(Perugia et al. 2019). Even using a high quality and expensive IMU system, if the crowns
obstruct the satellite visibility, the positioning error grows rapidly to tens of centimetres
or metres which creates multiple copies of the same scanned object in the points cloud.
This is due to the repeated acquisition of the same feature by the laser scanner, leading
to a deterioration in the quality of the points cloud obtained as final output (Kukko et
al. 2017). However, with good GNSS signal the accuracy reported for MLS data is 2-
4 cm and, with the use of the best laser system, a ranging error of 2mm (Tang et al.
2015). Such limitations can be overcome thanks to the Simultaneous Localization and
Mapping (SLAM) algorithm. Scientific results demonstrated that the positioning accur-
acy is improved if compared with the one obtained by the traditional tactical grade
GNSS/IMU positioning system in a forest (Tang et al. 2015). Recent algorithm develop-
ments have been proposed in the forestry sector to improve trunk estimation, but its
performance is always hardware-dependent and the accuracy level in the forestry sector
is still not well-known (Tang et al. 2015).

In according with the MLS surveying experiences in forestry and agriculture, we
can state that the recognition of constant, similar and homogeneous features (as in
the case of stems in managed forests) can be easily associated with the geometric
primitives’ shapes which help the camera to avoid trajectory loss. The latter gets
mainly lost when inhomogeneous features (such as shrubs or low-lying crowns) are
present in the understory or in the trees surrounding areas. This trajectory, which ini-
tially had an accuracy of tens of cm, can be deviated by metres if there are features
that are generating noise and outliers in the point cloud obtained.

The following table (Table 9) indicates some studies where MLS was chosen to
obtain different tree characteristics or tree metric data, both in the forestry and in the
agriculture sector:

In the subsequent Table 10, it is possible to examine the evaluation of the accuracy
obtained in different surveys in the Forestry and Agriculture domain. This evaluation is
associated to statistical analysis of tree metric data extracted from the point cloud
obtained with MLS system, exploiting both the GNSS antenna and the SLAM algorithm.
Diameter at Breast Height (DBH) and Tree height are the two most frequently tree metric
evaluated. This is due to the fact that both are used for the extraction of further morpho-
logical parameters, such as the crown volume, the canopy cover and the stem volume.

The statistical results reported in this section, the Root Mean Square Error
(RMSE) and the BIAS, are estimated by comparing the values obtained from the MLS
experimental survey with the dataset acquired with the traditional methods.

5.3. Research trend over the time span analysed

All the different domains have been analysed in a certain time span but, accordingly
to the research carried out, it is possible to note in Tables 1, 3, 5, 7 and 9 that each
domain started to involve MLS techniques in their research activity in a certain year.
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‘Built and urban environment’ and ‘Environmental monitoring’ domains are those
with the oldest publications, starting in 2012 and 2010 respectively. The other three
domains, on the other hand, show several publications that has increased exponen-
tially over the years, but with 2014 as starting year. This trend could be explained
due to the representation scale, wider for the formers. MLS surveys started to be car-
ried out in such broad domains and, once the potential of such surveys was under-
stood, research started to be done in more specific domains as well.

6. Discussion
6.1. Relationship between domains and MLS platforms

In Section 5 different MLS platforms have been distinguished, accordingly to the
research carried out: human-based, wheel-based, boat-based, sledge-based and aerial.
Among them, it is possible to observe differences depending on the survey’s configur-
ation, albeit the first two are the ones most frequently used. Indeed, as shown in
Figure 4, human-based and wheel-based platforms are adopted in all the field
domains. The Built and Urban Environment domain shows a tendency towards the
wheel-based platform and it is due both to the good accessibility of the survey sites
and to the rapid movement necessity within urban areas. On the other hand, the
Environmental Monitoring domain is one of the wider one and, indeed, the literature
showed that even the platforms used in compliance with the survey which can be ter-
restrial, aerial or boat-based. The Cultural Heritage and Archaeology Field shows the
highest number of MLS technologies held by a human and this is due to the presence
of restricted access for safeguard reasons or due to narrow passages. The
Underground Environment, being an environment that requires certain condition for
a correct survey, is the one with the lowest platform variation. The aerial platforms
are more used in the Forestry and Agriculture domain where, in some cases, it is not
possible to reach the survey’s fields due to the complexity of accessing certain places
which may have a steep slope or which may have rough terrain.

6.2. MLS technical specifications comparison

Table 11 summarizes the detailed laser units’ characteristics which compose the MLSs
listed in the references. The last three columns indicate the additional components
which complete the system.

Table 12 summarizes some detailed commercial mobile TLS laser units’ character-
istics which compose the MMSs listed in the references. The last two columns indi-
cate the additional components which complete the system.

Table 13 summarizes the detailed laser units’ characteristics which compose the
ALSs listed in the references.

6.3. Survey performance analysis

This section is dedicated to the analysis of survey performance by comparing the
various MLS previously summarised based on what emerged from the literature
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examined for this review and on the expertise and knowledge acquired by the
authors. The factors that determine the quality of acquired data, in terms of level of
accuracy, precision, resolution, completeness and cleanliness, are listed below:

e technical specifications of laser unit

It is referred to the characteristics related to the type of laser unit, distance meas-
urement mode, acquisition range, field of view. In some MLS there is a relationship
between the axis of the rotation system of the laser beam (therefore its exposure) and
the point cloud direction of the detected object. A pseudo-vertical rotation around
the x-axis corresponds to almost horizontal profile traces, a pseudo-horizontal rota-
tion around the y-axis results in almost vertical or oblique profile tracks (depending
on the speed of the survey). In other MLS, thanks to the rotating acquisition system
(e.g. GeoSLAM devices), the resolution of the surveyed surfaces is more homoge-
neous, but at the same time does not always guarantee the recognition of the features
of the surface itself or targets shapes (Tucci et al. 2018).

Furthermore, in the ground-based mode, knowing a priori the width of the field of
view makes it possible to understand the coverage of the laser beam of the acquired
surface on both the horizontal and vertical planes, especially in small, narrow, indoor
or underground environments. The same applies to the three-dimensional representa-
tion of a wooded area, where it is not possible to detect the entire canopy based on
the height of the vegetation present. In this domain, indeed, it is useful to combine
terrestrial detection with the aerial one, which allows to obtain a 3D representation
of the crowns top.

o setting of the system configuration parameters

Configuration parameters are often set in the default mode by the developers of
commercial laser scanner systems. It is good practice to consider the characteristics of
the parameters according to the type of environment being surveyed. The setting can
be made either by guided and automatic selection or by manual input of the values
by experts in that laser scanner, supported by scientific documentation (Di Stefano,
Chiappini, et al. 2020). This operation must be carried out before starting the acquisi-
tion operations.

o method of carrying out the survey

The resolution and the completeness of the surveyed data are also strongly
dependent on the ability of the operator and the acquisition forward speed (Nocerino
et al. 2017). These tips are recommended both in case of human-based platforms and
constant speed motion of terrestrial (wheel-based, boat-based) and aerial devices. In
the case of environments characterised by variations in the spaces to be surveyed,
such as indoor environments, considering the small scale of the survey, the path
should be even and regular to avoid sudden turns and large differences in the ground.
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Passageways, such as the doorway between two rooms, represent a weak point of
MLS systems.

In case the localization of the acquired data is not guaranteed by the GNSS system,
it is recommended to perform closed loops at the same position as the starting point
and roundtrips during the mapping operation. This facilitates the SLAM algorithm
and the IMU data to process the transitions and rotation, in order to guarantee the
best alignment by minimising or ensuring an appropriate redistribution of the accu-
mulated errors along the trajectory (e.g. drift).

e intrinsic characteristics of the acquisition context

The performance of these instruments differs depending on the acquisition context
(indoor and outdoor). It is always suggested to inspect the scene or the site of interest
in order to identify critical situations and the presence of obstacles that may com-
promise the correct execution of the acquisition operations (di Filippo et al. 2018).
Poor lighting for visual-based feature trackers, the presence of moving objects (such
as vehicles, tree canopies) or people, and the presence of smooth or reflective surfaces
can cause loss of orientation or increase noise effects of registration, which is clearly
visible when analysing the point cloud. On the contrary, in the case of sunny and
clear days, this condition prejudices the laser range of MLS (Cabo et al. 2018). As
mentioned before, it should be remembered that IMU-based and SLAM-based sys-
tems, especially in GNSS-denied environment, loop-closure path must be guaranteed
and it is also advisable to plan routes with several self-intersections.

Moreover, for SLAM-based systems, the environment to be surveyed should be
feature-rich (better if regular in shapes) because such a localization and mapping
algorithm exploits geometries to generate the 3D final models.

It is therefore required special attention when planning surveys, so some operative
tricks and rules for the data acquisition should be set in advance.

6.4. Survey results analysis

Due to the complexity and big data collected and comparison of information from
different fields the results cannot be entirely generalized, as they are strongly influ-
enced, not only by the characteristics of the environment, but also by technical speci-
fications and system configuration of laser scanner used, as well as by the operator’s
ability to correctly manoeuvre the instrument. The aspects to be considered when
evaluating the results obtained from a survey are:

e acquired data - saved data

Generally, with MLSs, a large number of points can be acquired for any type of
environment: indoor, outdoor, underground, articulated, multi-level, narrow or wide,
where TLS sensors cannot be employed or would be very time-consuming.

At the end of each survey operation, a project folder is created in the recording
unit of the MLS containing various data output. In addition to the point cloud file
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which contains also its properties (e.g. number of points, scalar fields such as time
and intensity), there are files relating to the definition of the characteristics and the
graphic representation of the trajectory made, a text file with the set configuration
parameters and finally data relating to localisation, either acquired by GNSS system
and therefore attributed to a geographical reference system or by IMU and SLAM
systems which instead geo-reference the points in a local reference system.
Depending on the camera type of the tracker, either RGB or black and white images,
can also be found in the same folder. Sometimes, if the purpose is to obtain also such
images, you have to activate the image saving configuration in the system parameters.
Therefore, for the amount of data saved an MLS requires a lot of memory space.

e data processing and elaboration

The final point clouds are directly downloaded from the instrument as soon as the
measurements were made. In other instruments, the point clouds are available after
the post-processing phase through dedicated software implemented by the laser scan-
ner companies. Hence, in the case of point clouds ready to be downloaded and proc-
essed, they can be visualised in open-source programs (e.g. Cloud Compare),
otherwise if post-processing is needed, specialist knowledge and expertise of the soft-
ware provided in the laser scanner system package is required. The subsequent proc-
essing phase of the acquired data includes alignment in a geographical reference
system, where necessary, and cleaning operations of redundant points or existing
noise forms.

o real-time control during acquisition operations

It is possible to connect a tablet or a screen, via cables or through wi-fi connec-
tion, for real-time view and checks of the acquired data. This gives more assurance
for the correct acquisition operations and in case of erroneous results the survey can
be repeated immediately before noticing the error being processed by software in
the laboratory.

e presence of errors

As mentioned before, there may be forms of error, such as drift and wrong double
surfaces, due to various causes: loss of orientation, incorrect use or sudden movement
of the instrument, incorrect repeatability of the survey, moving elements during the
survey, sudden change in the type of environment detected, mismatch of the starting
and ending points of the loop-closure.

o level of detail and tolerance
Based on the accuracy value of the scanner system, the mode and direction of

exposure of the laser beam and the speed of execution of the survey, a different level
of detail is obtained which is evaluated basing on the recognition of various types of
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targets (e.g. planar, spherical) arranged in the detected environment and the identifi-
cation of the elements characterizing the scene such as: structural details of the build-
ings, description of architectural elements, definition of surfaces in natural contexts,
definition of tree trunks. Therefore, an improved working mode in order to enhance
the obtainable level of detail can simply be to slow the walking speed, in case of
human-based laser scanner, in the proximity of objects of special interest.

Once the level of detail has been identified, the tolerance of the acquired data can
then be estimated. For example, in the case of a survey carried out in an architectural
or structural context (building scale), a centimetric or decimetric precision corre-
sponds to a graphical representation scale 1:100-1:200 (Bronzino et al. 2019).

o expected results

The degree of compliance with project aims specifications depends on the accuracy
achieved by the final 3D representation and on cost-benefit ratio of the survey. A
MLS can guarantee a complete survey of the scene but at the same time does not
always satisfy the identification of features or the level of detail relevant to the pur-
pose of the survey, or vice versa. On the other hand, the speed rate of the point cloud
data collection allows to save time in doing fast survey, which can then be invested in
the point cloud post-processing operations.

7. Conclusion

In this article, a systematic literature review was carried out, focusing on the employ-
ment of MLS for Geomatic applications. Existing MLS platforms, application
domains, accuracy requirements and limitations were examined in the recent litera-
ture, considering the last decade.

Looking at the international panorama of the most recent applicative research
papers, five domain fields have been selected, namely urban environment, cultural
heritage and archaeology, underground environment, environmental monitoring, for-
estry and agriculture.

With the intent of providing the reader with useful hints, as well as for the sake of
clearness among an unprecedented spreading of MLS among practitioners, termin-
ology and type of existing MLS have been systematized. From the analysis conducted
in this paper, it emerges that MLS can be considered as a technology applicable to
the different domains listed above. In fact, it represents a fast, versatile, customizable
solution that can be adapted to different types of platforms (human-based, wheel-
based, boat-based, sledge-based, aerial).

Considering the variety of research domain in which this technology has been
applied, our results show a growing interest. The positive characteristic that joins all
the domains field is the rapidity of data collection and the ease of use, especially
human-based platforms. The use of MLS requires a limited number of technical staff
on site, thus saving time and survey costs. The navigation and processor components
in MLS system offer the possibility to localize and map the scene at the same time
and sometimes it’s possible to control in real-time the data acquisition operations.
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However, the maturity of the system can be considered to some extent question-
able. Indeed, the accuracy and resolution requirements change substantially from one
domain to another, so the specifications should be carefully considered a priori,
depending on the intended application.

The tolerance is strictly a consequence of the final output to be created, and this
represents the main limitation which is hampering a straightforward adoption; the
noise introduced by ready-to-use platforms need filtering operation, and mostly the
lack of RGB information is not compliant with those domains where this information
is essential. It is recommended to use ground truth data for both verification and
orientation of the 3D model. Definitively, MLS should be considered in its experi-
mental phase and its usage is not systematic or based on best practices, since it gener-
ally requires an integration from other sources of data.

As final remark, we can state that main gaps found in this paper should provide
the baseline for future improvements, especially strengthening ventures between com-
panies and research centres.

Notes

1. The chosen repositories are the most well-known databases in the scientific sector and
they cover the majority of the application fields. Moreover, thanks to the quick expansion
of the World Wide Web, even search engines became fundamental tools for research
activities. Both have grown rapidly in recent years, evolving and bringing benefits to the
research community (Chirici, 2012)(Gizzi & Potenza, 2020), and now their use is
fundamental, if not essential, to reach new frontiers within the research sector.
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