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Abstract: Path planning is widely used in many domains, and it is crucial for the advancement of map
navigation, autonomous driving, and robot path planning. However, existing path planning methods
have certain limitations for complex field scenes with undulating terrain and diverse landcover
types. This paper presents an energy-efficient 3D path planning algorithm based on an improved
A* algorithm and the particle swarm algorithm in complex field scenes. The evaluation function of
the A* algorithm was improved to be suitable for complex field scenes. The slope parameter and
friction coefficient were respectively used in the evaluation function to represent different terrain
features and landcover types. The selection of expanding nodes in the algorithm depends not only
on the minimum distance but also on the minimum consumption cost. Furthermore, the turning
radius factor and slope threshold factor of vehicles were added to the definition of impassable points
in the improved A* algorithm, so that the accessibility of path planning could be guaranteed by
excluding some bends and steep slopes. To meet the requirements for multi-target path planning,
the improved A* algorithm was used as the fitness function of the particle swarm algorithm to solve
the traveling salesman problem. The experimental results showed that the proposed algorithm is
capable of multi-target path planning in complex field scenes. Furthermore, the path planned by this
algorithm is more passable and more energy efficient. In this experimental environment model, the
average energy-saving efficiency of the path planned by the improved algorithm is 14.7% compared
to the traditional A* algorithm. This would be beneficial to the development of ecotourism and
geological exploration.

Keywords: 3D path planning; field scene; energy-efficient; improved A* algorithm

1. Introduction

With the increasing demand for driving in wilderness environments (ecotourism
and geological exploration), the study of 3D path planning in complex field scenes with
undulating terrain and diverse landcover types is becoming more and more popular. Path
planning is not only one of the core elements of map navigation but also the main research
content in autonomous driving, UAV navigation, and robot navigation. Traditional path
planning algorithms are mostly used in urban areas, so most of them are not suitable
for complex field scenes with undulating terrain and diverse landcover types. Due to
the limited energy supply in wilderness environments, energy consumption should be
taken into account as one of the most important factors. Therefore, it is necessary to study
energy-efficient 3D path planning for complex field scenes.

The commonly used path planning algorithms for vehicles could be divided into two
types. One is traditional algorithms, such as artificial potential field method [1,2], rapidly ex-
ploring random tree (RRT) [3–5], and A* algorithm [6–8]; and the other is intelligent algorithms,
such as genetic algorithm (GA) [9–11], ant colony optimization (ACO) [12,13], particle swarm
optimization (PSO) [14–16], and neural network algorithm [17,18]. This study is about global
path planning based on an environment model with known terrain and landcover. Among
the above algorithms, intelligent algorithms, RRT and A* algorithm, were often used in global
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path planning [19,20]. Intelligent algorithms have the advantages of simple calculation, strong
robustness, and flexible application in various tasks [21–24]. However, they also have some
disadvantages in solving the problem of high-dimension path planning, including slow con-
vergence speed, low convergence accuracy, and incidental local optimal solution [21,22,25–27].
Therefore, intelligent algorithms have certain limitations when applied to large-scale complex
environments. The RRT method is a sampling-based path planning technique for solving
complex constraint problems and has the benefit of great search efficiency [3,28]. However, the
quality of the planned path is average, and the applicable environment is limited (not suitable
for narrow and long spaces) [29,30]. Furthermore, the RRT results have strong randomness,
which makes it difficult to apply to complex field environments with harsh traffic conditions.
The A* algorithm is an efficient heuristic search algorithm based on graph traversal, which
has the advantages of rapid response to the environment, high accuracy, and good stability [7].
However, as the number of nodes increases, the search efficiency will decrease. In the research
background of this paper, the accuracy of path planning results has a significant impact on
energy consumption, and accuracy deserves greater consideration than time cost. Thus, the A*
algorithm was selected and improved for path planning in this study.

Up until now, some studies have been conducted to improve the A* algorithm, such
as [31], by setting the filter function to solve the problem of excessively large turning angles
and irregular paths. However, it is still limited to flat path planning without taking slope
into account. A guidance-based A* algorithm is proposed to improve obstacle avoidance
performance by improving the heuristic function [32]. However, the influence of vehicle
characteristics was not considered in the algorithm. A method that is more conducive to
motion control and smoother path planning is proposed in the literature [33]. However,
the energy consumption caused by smoothing the path is not considered. In this study, the
A* algorithm is improved to realize energy-saving path planning in complex field scenes.
The evaluation function of the A* algorithm would be improved by adding terrain and
landcover factors to evaluation criteria of extension nodes, with the constraint of maximum
slope and turning radius depending on the movement characteristics of vehicles.

In actual application scenarios, path planning is commonly used among multiple
targets and not only between two targets. The Traveling Salesman Problem (TSP) is a
classical combinatorial optimization problem in the multi-target path planning. A manifold
of swarm intelligence (SI) algorithms, such as ACO, PSO, and bee colony optimization
(BCO) and their variants, have been used to solve TSP successfully [34–36]. PSO is based
on social interactions between entities and was first inspired by bird flocks. Compared
with other SI algorithms, PSO has the advantages of a simpler structure, fewer parameters,
and faster search speed [37]. Thus, PSO would be used to solve the TSP in this study.

In view of the current problems, such as the travel modes of different kinds of vehicles,
differences in terrain and landcover, and the optimal order of multiple targets, this paper
studied the multi-target 3D path planning problem in complex field scenes. We took an area
in Changning County, Yunnan Province, China, as an example in this study. Changning
County is a mountainous area with abundant landcover types. Path planning research
in complex field scenes is of great significance to the development of ecological tourism
and geological exploration in mountainous areas [38]. Determining how to provide path
navigation between multiple targets in complex natural landscape areas is a matter of
concern [39]. The A* algorithm was improved herein and combined with the particle
swarm algorithm to propose a multi-target 3D path planning method for complex field
scenes. The improved algorithm would consider terrain, landcover, and distance factors
in path planning to generate a more energy-efficient path. Furthermore, the influence of
slope and turning angle on different types of vehicles would be considered to ensure the
passability of paths.

To address the problem of 3D path planning in a complex field scene, an improved
A* algorithm is proposed. Compared with the traditional A* algorithm, the improved
algorithm extends the application scenario to the 3D complex environment model. The
improved algorithmic path under the study model in this paper is more passable, and the
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average energy-saving efficiency is 14.7%. In order to realize the path planning require-
ments of a multi-target path, an improved A* algorithm combined with the PSO algorithm
is proposed to solve the TSP.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. Section 2 describes the exper-
imental environment model, technical route, and method in the study. The process of
improving the A* algorithm and combining it with the PSO algorithm is described in
detail. In Section 3, the effectiveness of the algorithm is verified through several groups of
comparative experiments. Finally, Section 4 presents the conclusions.

2. Data and Methods
2.1. Study Area and Research Data

Changning County, Yunnan Province, China, has a complex terrain, with a highest
elevation of 2875.9 m and a lowest elevation of 608 m. Therefore, part of Changning County
was taken as the study area. The study area has the characteristics of a complex terrain,
diverse landcover types, and distinct elevation levels. It is a specific area that meets the
experimental conditions of the algorithm, with data support for the establishment of an
experimental environment model. The environmental modeling was conducted based on
Landsat-8 remote sensing data and DEM data in the study area. The spatial resolution
of Landset-8 remote sensing images is 30 m. In this study, the 543 bands (false color) of
Operational Land Imager (OLI) data were used for the classification of landcover. The
DEM data were ASTER DEM data with a resolution of 30 m.

Firstly, six landcover types of water, bush, grass land, soil ground, stone ground, and
road surface were obtained from remote sensing images through a supervised classification
method [40]. Then, the two kinds of data were spatially connected to obtain the original
data including 3D coordinates and landcover information.

As shown in Figure 1a, grid coordinate mapping was carried out on the above original
data to realize the establishment of the experimental environment model [41]. This method
has the advantages of simple data structure, convenient spatial analysis, and combination
of multi-level spatial data. The processed map is still a traditional single-layer map, and its
access and reading are in single-interface mode. For this study, the simple data structure
was improved by referring to the literature [42]. A multi-layer feature map was constructed
to store landcover information and 3D coordinate information (Figure 1b), which could
retain environmental feature information effectively and improve the maintainability of
the cost map. The resulting landcover distribution and terrain information are shown in
Figures 2 and 3, respectively.
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Figure 3. Terrain information of the experimental model.

2.2. Technical Route

The landcover factor and terrain factor were added to the evaluation function of the
A* algorithm for application in complex field scenes. In addition, the turning radius factor
and the slope threshold were taken as judgment conditions of impassable points. Finally,
the improved A* algorithm was used as the fitness function of the particle swarm algorithm
for an algorithm fusion to solve the TSP. Figure 4 shows the technical road for this paper.
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2.3. A* Algorithm Improvement
2.3.1. Traditional A* Algorithm

The A* algorithm originates from the Dijkstra algorithm and is a classical and efficient
heuristic algorithm. The A* algorithm searches by node and expands by 8 nodes, 24 nodes,
etc. In this study, raster coordinate mapping was used as the search map, so eight-node ex-
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pansion was selected to improve the computational efficiency. Formula (1) is its evaluation
function [43–45].

F(n) = G(n) + H(n), (1)

G(n) = G′ +
√
(xn − xn−1)

2 + (yn − yn−1)
2 (2)

H(n) =
√
(xt − xn)

2 + (yt − yn)
2 (3)

where F(n) is the sum of estimated costs from the starting node, through the current node
n and reaching the target; G(n) is the actual cost from the starting node to the current node
n; H(n) is the estimated cost from the current node n to the target node; G′ represents
the original cost from the previous node to the original node; (xn, yn) is the current node;
(xn−1, yn−1) is the previous node; and (xt, yt) is the target node.

2.3.2. Improvement of the Evaluation Function

Path terrain and landcover are important factors that affect the energy consumption of
vehicles. In this study, in order to achieve lower energy consumption in the path planning
results, the evaluation function of the traditional A* algorithm was modified by adding the
slope parameter and friction factor. The improved A* algorithm was then more inclined
toward results with a gentle slope, a small friction factor, and a short total distance when
selecting extending nodes. Furthermore, the turning radius factor and slope threshold
parameter were added to the definition of impassable points in the A* algorithm. When the
path bend of the extending node was less than the minimum turning angle of the vehicle,
the node would be added to the list of impassable nodes. Similarly, the path slope cannot be
greater than the slope threshold that the vehicle can pass; otherwise, it is also regarded as
an impassable node. The friction coefficient was positively correlated with slope value and
energy consumption under the condition of equal distance. The improved A* algorithm
ensures the trafficability of the path and ensures that the path planning results follow a
trend of lower consumption.

The form of the improved evaluation function parameters G(n) and H(n) is set
as follows:

G(n) = G′ + Cost
√
(xn − xn−1)

2 + (yn − yn−1)
2, (4)

H(n) = Cost
√
(xt − xn)

2 + (yt − yn)
2, (5)

Cost = Vθ(Cost1 + Cost2), (6)

Cost1 = µmgDcos, (7)

Cost2 = mgDsin, (8)
Vθ = 1, (O◦ ≤ θ < 15◦)
Vθ = 2, (15◦ ≤ θ < 30◦)
Vθ = 3, (30◦ ≤ θ ≤ 45◦),

(9)

where G′ represents the original cost from the previous node to the original node, Cost
represents the consumption cost coefficient, (xn, yn) is the current node, (xn−1, yn−1) is the
previous node, (xt, yt) is the target node, Cost1 is the friction factor consumption parameter,
Cost2 is the slope consumption parameter in the driving direction, α is the slope angle in the
driving direction, Vθ is the slope consumption parameter in the vertical driving direction,
µ is the landcover friction coefficient (according to the landcover type), m is the mass of
the vehicle (m is set to mean values for a certain type of vehicle), g is acceleration due to
gravity, and θ is the slope angle of the vertical driving direction.

The parameter µ in Formula (7) enables the A* algorithm to reflect landcover in its
3D path planning. Different landcover features have different friction coefficients. The
landcover of the study area was divided into six types by a supervised classification method:
road surface, soil ground, grass land, stone ground, bush, and water. The water was set as
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an impassable area, and different friction coefficients were set for the landcover types in the
passable areas according to the degree of energy consumption [42,46,47]. The landcover
friction coefficients are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Landcover friction coefficients.

Landcover Friction Coefficient (µ) Passable/Impassable

Road surface 0.1 Passable
Soil ground 0.4 Passable
Grass land 0.5 Passable

Stone ground 0.8 Passable
Bush 0.9 Passable
Water / Impassable

2.3.3. Determination of Impassable Points

Different access conditions were set for different vehicles (medium vehicle, large
vehicle). When the radii of the inner and outer rings of the path are greater than the radii
of the inner and outer rings required by the vehicle to turn, it is deemed to be passable;
otherwise, it is deemed to be impassable. When the slope of the path is less than the slope
threshold that the vehicle can pass, it is deemed to be passable; otherwise, it is deemed to
be impassable.

Slope Threshold

The slope angle in the driving direction was divided into ascent and descent, and
different maximum passing slopes were set for different vehicles. The slope parameters are
shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Passing slope in the driving direction.

Subject Type Passable Range Impassable Range

Medium vehicle
Ascent (0◦, 45◦) (45◦, 90◦)
Descent (0◦, 50◦) (50◦, 90◦)

Large vehicle Ascent (0◦, 25◦) (25◦, 90◦)
Descent (0◦, 30◦) (30◦, 90◦)

The passable range of slope in the vertical driving direction is (0◦, 30◦).

Determination of Turning Angles

In the path planning in this study, eight-node expansion was adopted in the improved
A* algorithm, with the eight nodes around each node comprising alternatives for the
extending node. The path width was set as a constant, and whether the vehicle (medium
or large) can pass a bend of the current width should be considered when selecting the
extending node. The radii of the inner and outer rings of the vehicle and the radii of the
inner and outer rings of the path are important parameters to judge whether a bend can
be passed (Table 3). When the path radii (inner and outer) are larger than the vehicle radii
(inner and outer), the node is regarded as passable.

The turning radii of the inner and outer rings of the vehicle were determined by the
specific production parameters of the vehicle:

r =
√

r2
1 − L2 − b + n

2
, (10)

rv = r− y, (11)

R =

√
(L + d)2 + (r + b)2, (12)

Rv = R + x, (13)
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where r is the inner radius of the vehicle ring, r1 is the minimum turning radius of the
vehicle, L is the axle distance, b is the vehicle width, n is the front wheel distance, rv is the
inner radius of the vehicle ring with the safe distance, y is the inner safe distance, R is the
outer radius of the vehicle ring, d is the front suspension ruler length, Rv is the outer radius
of the vehicle ring with the safe distance, and x is the outer safety distance [44].

The radii of the inner and outer rings of the path (rp and Rp) turn were determined by
the spatial relationship between the starting node and ending node that the vehicle passed
through. Thus, there are three situations as follows in Figure 5.
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(1) A 45◦ angle

As shown in Figure 6, the path is parent node(P1)→ current node(P2)→ child node(P3),
and the vehicle turns 45◦. The lengths of connection lines P1P2 and P2P3 are different,
and the turning angle is small. The analysis shows that the turning radius should be
controlled by the longer line. Therefore, AP2 with the same length as P2P3 is taken on the
P1P2 extension line, and points A and P3 are taken as the perpendiculars of the two lines,
respectively. The two perpendiculars intersect at point O, where point O is the center of the
circle, and OP1 is the radius of the circle.
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Because OP1⊥P1P2, OP2 is the angular bisector of ∠P1P2P3; it is then clear that
∠P1P2P3 = 135◦◦, so ∠P1P2O = 67.5◦. According to the triangle tangent theorem, the
circle radius is OP1 = d tan(67.5◦). The radius OP1 is reduced 3 m inward to form the inner
ring radius of the path, while it is extended 3 m outward to form the outer ring radius of
the path.

(2) A 90◦ angle

As shown in Figure 7a, the path is parent node(P1) → current node(P2) → child
node(P3), and the vehicle turns 90◦. In order to calculate the internal and external radii of
the path in this case, P1P2 and P2P3 are crossed, and P1 and P3 are taken as the respective
perpendiculars. The two perpendiculars intersect at point O, and point O is taken as the
center of the circle. OP1 is taken as the radius of the circle. It is clear that the radius of the
circle is the same length as the grid edge (6 m), and the circle is extended to the inside and
outside by 3 m to form the internal radius and the external radius.
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The second situation of a vehicle turning 90◦ is shown in Figure 7b. The vehicle path is
parent node(P1)→ current node(P2)→ child node(P3), but the radius of the path is longer.
The method is the same as that above to obtain a circle of radius

√
72.

(3) A 135◦ angle

As shown in Figure 8, the path is parent node(P1)→ current node(P2)→ child node(P3),
and the vehicle turns 135◦. The lengths of the connections P1P2 and P2P3 are different, and
the turning angle is large. The analysis shows that the turning radius should be controlled
by the short line. Therefore, AP2 with the same length as P1P2 is taken on the line P2P3,
and points A and P1 are taken as the respective perpendiculars of the two lines. The two
perpendiculars intersect at point O, and point O is taken as the center of the circle; OP1
is then taken as the radius of the circle. It is clear that ∠P2P3P1 = 45◦ and OA⊥AP3, so
OP3 = AP3 =

√
72−6; thus, OP1 = 12−

√
72, about 3.51 m. The circle is extended outside by

4.5 m as the Rp and inside by 1.5 m as the rp.
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Using the above methods and the production parameters of all kinds of vehicles, the
table of turning coefficients is as follows.

Table 3. Turning radius factors.

Vehicle Type Middle Vehicle Large Vehicle

Vehicle
name

BAIC
Warrior

Range
Rover

Rover
Evoque

Antiriot
fire water
tank truck

Fire
sprinkler

Foam fire
truck

Minimum
turning radius of
the vehicle (m)

5.280 5.280 4.760 6.026 5.663 6.952

Inner radius of the
vehicle ring (m) 2.793 2.443 2.146 2.415 2.121 3.415

Outer radius of the
vehicle ring (m) 4.881 5.138 4.604 6.300 6.101 6.908

2.4. Fusion of the Improved A * Algorithm and Particle Swarm Algorithm

The improved A* algorithm solves the optimal path problem between the starting
point and the target point, but it cannot handle the needs of path planning with multi-target
points. The problem of path planning with multiple targets is essentially a TSP; the TSP is a
non-deterministic polynomial hard problem in combinatorial optimization. This section
studies the fusion of the improved A* algorithm and the particle swarm algorithm to solve
the TSP.

2.4.1. Implementation of Particle Swarm Algorithm

The logic of the particle swarm algorithm is to generate N-many particles (the number
of particles is determined by the number of target points). Each particle is given a random
initial position, and the position is updated with speed. After a certain number of iterations
(the number of iterations is determined by the number of target points), the optimal
position is obtained [48,49]. Formula (14) is the speed update formula, and formula (15) is
the position update formula [14]:

Vk+1
id = ωVk

id + c1r1

(
Pk

id − Xk
id

)
+ c2r2

(
Pk

gd − Xk
id

)
, (14)

Xk+1
id = Xk

id + Vk+1
id , (15)

where k and k + 1 represent the kth iteration and k + 1 iteration, respectively, Vk+1
id is the

individual particle speed after an iteration, ω is the inertia factor, Vk
id is the individual
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particle speed before the iteration, c1 = 2 is the individual learning factor, r1 is a random
number, Pk

id is the optimal position of the individual, Xk
id is the individual particle position

before the iteration, c2 = 2 is the group learning factor, and r2 is a random number. Pk
gd is

the group optimal position and Xk+1
id is the particle position after the iteration.

The implementation steps of the particle swarm algorithm are as follows:

Step 1: Initialize the particle swarm, including random position and speed.
Step 2: Evaluate the fitness of each particle based on the fitness function.
Step 3: Determine the individual optimal values of particles, compare the fitness value of
each particle with its best position Pk

id, and then update its best position Pk
id.

Step 4: Determine the group optimal value of the particle swarm, compare the current best
position Pk

id of all particles, and then update the best position Pk
gd of the group.

Step 5: Update the particle speed and position according to formulae (14) and (15).
Step 6: Return to Step 2 if the end condition is not met.

2.4.2. The Fused Algorithm to Solve TSP

The following pseudocode describes the process of solving TSP by fusing the particle
swarm algorithm with the improved A* algorithm (Algorithm 1).

Algorithm 1 The pseudocode of fused algorithm

Particle swarm algorithm and A* algorithm fusion
Input: Set of target points
Output: Optimal access sequence
Begin:

(1) for each combination i do % A combination of any two of the nine target points
(2) Get the optimal path between two points;
(3) Calculate the consumption value Costi ;
(4) end for
(5) for each particle i do
(6) Xi <- particle initial position, <- particle initial speed;
(7) fitness(Xi) <- ∑8

j=1 Costj; % Costj calculated by the improved A* algorithm
(8) Evaluate particle i by fitness(Xi);
(9) pBest <- Xi; % Individual optimal value
(10) end for
(11) gBest <- min{pBest}; % Group optimal value
(12) while not stop do
(13) for i <- 1 in number of particles do
(14) Update the speed and position of particle i;
(15) Calculate fitness(Xi) and evaluate particle i;
(16) Update the pBest and the gBest;
(17) end for
(18) end while
(19) renturn gBest

End

In this study, the dimension of path planning was set to nine, and the number of
particles was set to 20. According to the results of multiple experiments, convergence could
be achieved in most experiments when the number of iterations was in the (15, 40) range,
so the maximum number of iterations was set at 100 to ensure the optimal solution. In
order to avoid falling into the local optimal solution as much as possible, the nonlinear
decreasing weight was used in this study and calculated as follows:

w = wi − (wi − wm) ∗
(

gk
gm

)2
, (16)

where wi = 0.9 is the initial inertia weight, wm = 0.4 is the inertia weight of the maximum
number of iterations, gk is the current iteration algebra, and gm is the maximum iteration
number determined.
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Calculating the fitness value of the particle in the pseudocode is actually to get the
energy consumption value of the vehicle under the access sequence of the target point.
The total consumption can be obtained by successively summing the consumption values
between the two target points in the access sequence. The improved A* algorithm serves as
the fitness function’s foundation in this study. The total consumption cost as per Formulas
(4) and (5) were applied to calculate the fitness value. The minimum-consumption-value
path order selected in this iteration was taken as the group optimal solution of the current
iteration, and the individual optimal solution of each particle was updated in each iteration.
After several iterations, the global optimal solution was obtained. Using this calculation
method, the multi-target path planning standard can not only consider the distance factor
but also comprehensively consider the terrain and landcover.

3. Results and Analysis

In this paper, the path planning is simulated in the MATALAB R2018b environment
and is run on a server with a 2.60 GHz CPU, 32.00 GB of RAM, and Window10 ×64
operating system.

3.1. The Effect of Terrain on the A* Algorithm

This section discusses the effect of terrain factors on path planning results with the
improved A* algorithm. In Figure 9, for medium vehicles, three kinds of path planning
results (A→B) are obtained by using different forms of the A* algorithm (traditional A*,
including land cover but not terrain, and including land cover and terrain). Figure 9a
shows the path planning results of the traditional A* algorithm for two points, A and B,
in the plane model. In the 3D model, the planned path in Figure 9b crosses the 2250 m
contour line, while the planned path in Figure 9c can bypass the area with steep terrain.

It can be seen from the experimental results that when the A* algorithm is extended to
the 3D model, the results are different due to the different distance calculation methods.
Furthermore, because the evaluation criterion in the evaluation function is the minimum
total energy consumption and the vehicle must overcome gravity to do work in the uphill
process, in contrast to Figure 9b,c considers terrain when improving the A* algorithm,
resulting in a gentler path slope.
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3.2. The Effect of Landcover on the A* Algorithm

This section discusses the effect of landcover factors on path planning results with
the improved A* algorithm. In Figure 10, two planned paths (A→B) are represented for
medium vehicles, obtained by the different A* algorithm forms (traditional A* algorithm in
3D model, including terrain but excluding landcover, including both terrain and landcover).

The path planning extended by the traditional A* algorithm to the 3D model is shown
in Figure 10a. Its evaluation function takes into account only the spatial distance between
nodes. As a result, unlike Figure 10b, Figure 10a cannot avoid nodes with a steeper slope.
The path shown in Figure 10b took into account both the distance factor and the terrain
factor between the two target points, while the path in Figure 10c took only landcover
into consideration. The planned path was inclined to choose soil ground rather than bush
because µsoil ground (0.4) was far less than µbush (0.9) in this study. In other words, the path
planning result was affected by the friction coefficient when the landcover factor was added
to the A* algorithm. From a distance perspective (Figure 11), the total length of the path
in Figure 10b is 3513.1 m; this is less than the length of the path in Figure 10c, which is
4464.8 m. However, when considering the work done by the vehicle to overcome the friction
force (taking the landcover friction coefficient set in this study instead of the actual rolling
friction coefficient) and gravity, the energy consumption by the vehicles is 4.21 × 107 J
in Figure 10b and 3.15 × 107 J in Figure 10c (Table 4). It can thus be concluded that the
planned path, considering landcover factors, would lead to lower energy consumption
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for vehicles. The energy-saving efficiency statistics of the path planning results of the
improved algorithm (three representative paths) are shown in Table 5. In total, the average
energy-saving efficiency of the improved algorithm is 14.7%.
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Table 4. Statistical results of path planning experiments.

Path Planning Result
Parameter

Experiment (a)
Traditional A* Algorithm

Experiment (b)
Excluding Landcover

Experiment (c)
Including Landcover

Path length (m) 3397.3 3513.1 4464.8
Soil ground (m) 811.4 843.1 2030.6

Bush (m) 2292.7 2424.3 2134.7
Ascent (m) 1237.3 1098.2 815.3
Descent (m) 874.6 1039.4 864.9

Flat ground (m) 1285.4. 1375.5 2784.4
Energy consumption (J) 4.25 × 107 4.21 × 107↓ 3.15 × 107↓

Table 5. The energy-saving efficiency statistics of the improved algorithm under different paths.

Path Method Path Length (m) Energy Consumption (J) Energy-Saving
Efficiency

A→B
A* algorithm 3397.3 4.25 × 107 /

Ours 4464.8 3.15 × 107 25.9%

D→F
A* algorithm 4438.2 2.07 × 107 /

Ours 5010.7 1.85 × 107 10.6%

F→H
A* algorithm 1335.6 1.68 × 107 /

Ours 1598.7 1.61 × 107 4.7%

(The path is shown in Figure 12).

ISPRS Int. J. Geo‐Inf. 2023, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW  16  of  21 
 

 

Table 5. The energy‐saving efficiency statistics of the improved algorithm under different paths. 

Path  Method  Path Length (m)  Energy Consumption (J) 
Energy‐Saving   

Efficiency 

A→B 
A* algorithm  3397.3  4.25 × 107  / 

Ours  4464.8  3.15 × 107  25.9% 

D→F 
A* algorithm  4438.2  2.07 × 107  / 

Ours  5010.7  1.85 × 107  10.6% 

F→H 
A* algorithm  1335.6  1.68 × 107  / 

Ours  1598.7  1.61 × 107  4.7% 

(The path is shown in Figure 12). 

 
(a) 

Figure 12. Cont.



ISPRS Int. J. Geo-Inf. 2023, 12, 82 16 of 20
ISPRS Int. J. Geo‐Inf. 2023, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW  17  of  21 
 

 

 
(b) 

Figure 12. Multi‐target path planning for (a) medium vehicles and (b) large vehicles. 

3.3. The Effect of Changing the Fitness Function on the Particle Swarm Algorithm 

3.3.1. Application of the Fused Particle Swarm Algorithm to the TSP 

In order to solve a multi‐target path planning problem, the improved A* algorithm 

was fused with the particle swarm algorithm. According to the actual requirements of the 

study,  the starting point and  the end point of TSP are no  longer set  to coincide  in  the 

experiment, and the results given are non‐closed paths. Figure 12 displays the respective 

outcomes of nine points (A, B, C, D, E, F, G, H, I) in 3D path planning for a medium vehicle 

and a large vehicle, with point C as the starting point and point E as the ending point. 

The  access  order  for  the  target  points  for  the  two  types  of  vehicles  is 

C→G→I→A→B→D→F→H→E, as shown in Figure 12. Since the fitness evaluation index 

of a single particle in each iteration of the particle swarm algorithm is the path consump‐

tion cost of the two target points (calculated by the improved A* algorithm), the final ac‐

cess order is the result with the lowest total path consumption. 

3.3.2. The Effect of Changing the Fitness Function 

Although the target points’ access order was the same, the paths were not (Figure 

12a,b). This is due to the different parameters of the two types of vehicles. It can be seen 

from Section 2.3.3 that the improved A* algorithm alters the slope thresholds and turning 

conditions for different vehicles. 

According to the B→D path marked in Figure 12a,b, the slope angles in the driving 

direction of a medium vehicle and a large vehicle are presented in Figure 13a,b, respec‐

tively. For medium vehicles, the proportion of slope angles in the range [0°,5°] is 59.4%, 

and the distribution is relatively uniform in the range [5°,45°]. For large vehicles, slope 

angles in the [0°,3°] range account for 42.9%, and those in the [3°,15°] range account for 

55.2%. The result of the two paths corresponds to the reality that the slope threshold and 

climbing ability of large vehicles are lower than those of medium vehicles. 

   

Figure 12. Multi-target path planning for (a) medium vehicles and (b) large vehicles.

3.3. The Effect of Changing the Fitness Function on the Particle Swarm Algorithm
3.3.1. Application of the Fused Particle Swarm Algorithm to the TSP

In order to solve a multi-target path planning problem, the improved A* algorithm
was fused with the particle swarm algorithm. According to the actual requirements of
the study, the starting point and the end point of TSP are no longer set to coincide in the
experiment, and the results given are non-closed paths. Figure 12 displays the respective
outcomes of nine points (A, B, C, D, E, F, G, H, I) in 3D path planning for a medium vehicle
and a large vehicle, with point C as the starting point and point E as the ending point.

The access order for the target points for the two types of vehicles is C→G→I→A→B→
D→F→H→E, as shown in Figure 12. Since the fitness evaluation index of a single particle
in each iteration of the particle swarm algorithm is the path consumption cost of the two
target points (calculated by the improved A* algorithm), the final access order is the result
with the lowest total path consumption.

3.3.2. The Effect of Changing the Fitness Function

Although the target points’ access order was the same, the paths were not (Figure 12a,b).
This is due to the different parameters of the two types of vehicles. It can be seen from
Section 2.3.3 that the improved A* algorithm alters the slope thresholds and turning conditions
for different vehicles.

According to the B→D path marked in Figure 12a,b, the slope angles in the driving
direction of a medium vehicle and a large vehicle are presented in Figure 13a,b, respectively.
For medium vehicles, the proportion of slope angles in the range [0◦,5◦] is 59.4%, and the
distribution is relatively uniform in the range [5◦,45◦]. For large vehicles, slope angles in
the [0◦,3◦] range account for 42.9%, and those in the [3◦,15◦] range account for 55.2%. The
result of the two paths corresponds to the reality that the slope threshold and climbing
ability of large vehicles are lower than those of medium vehicles.

According to the bend statistics for turning conditions (Figure 14), there were 59 bends
for a medium vehicle and 43 bends for a large vehicle. Concretely, the proportions of 45◦

and 90◦ turning angles were 44.07% and 38.98%, respectively, for the medium vehicle,
while they were 65.12% and 34.88%, respectively, for the large vehicle. Due to the large
structure and wheelbase, large vehicles need stricter turning conditions.
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3.4. Computational Complexity Analysis of the Algorithm

The improved A* algorithm can work out the minimum consumption path between
two arbitrarily chosen target points, and its time complexity is O(n), where n is the number
of path nodes. The time complexity of the particle swarm algorithm is O(N*M), where N is
the number of iterations and M is the number of particles.

The algorithm’s time frequency could be used to estimate the statement execution
times. In the process of algorithm fusion, the improved A* algorithm is used to calculate
the cost between any two target points, and then the particle’s fitness is evaluated by
the particle swarm algorithm using the results of the improved A* algorithm. Since the
improved A* algorithm has eight expansion nodes, the value of F(n) needs to be calculated
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at most eight times when searching for nodes. According to the pseudocode, the particle
swarm algorithm includes updating speed, updating position, calculating particle fitness,
updating individual extrema, and updating group extrema in each iteration. Thus, the
analysis of computational complexity in this study could be expanded according to the
above two complex parts. The computational complexity description is shown in Table 6.

Table 6. Computational complexity description.

Algorithm Time Frequency T(n) Time Complexity O(n)

Improved A* algorithm 47 × n O(n)
PSO algorithm 26 × N ×M + 23 ×M O(N ×M)
The fused algorithm 47 × n + 26 × N ×M + 23 ×M O(n + N ×M)

4. Conclusions

In this paper, in order to study the 3D path planning problem in complex field scenes,
the A* algorithm was improved and fused with the particle swarm algorithm. In the study
area, an experimental environment model was established to apply the algorithm. The
conclusions are as follows:

(1) The terrain factor and landcover factor were added to the evaluation function of the A*
algorithm for complex field scenes. The improved A* algorithm can comprehensively
analyze the friction coefficient of landcover, the slope value, and the energy consump-
tion in complex field scenes, and it can thus give optimal path planning results. The
path planning results have the characteristics of a small friction coefficient, a gentle
slope, and energy efficiency. Therefore, the improved A* algorithm in this paper has
better adaptability to complex field scenes.

(2) To ensure path trafficability, stricter restrictions were set on the impassable points
in the improved A* algorithm. By studying the turning conditions and the slope of
the path, the path planning results can avoid bends and steep slopes that the vehicle
cannot pass. Therefore, the improved algorithm ensures that the planned paths for
various types of vehicles are passable.

(3) A fusion of the improved A* algorithm and the particle swarm algorithm was pro-
posed for multi-target 3D path planning in complex field scenes. The fused algorithm
effectively realized multi-target path planning, and the optimal access order could
meet the requirement of the lowest total path consumption. The result of the fusion
algorithm in the multi-target path planning experiment is the route with the lowest
energy consumption from the starting point to the end point. The algorithm in this
paper produces more energy-efficient vehicle path planning.

Experiments show that the improved path planning algorithm in this study can be
applied to navigation in ecological tourism, field geological exploration, and other activities
in complex field scenes. The improved algorithm ensures path planning results are passable
and energy efficient, and it can effectively reduce the impact of energy supply shortages
and adverse traffic in complex field environments.
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