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Vehicle and container Number

‘Recognition System-VECON System

Asia Vision Technology Limited

The VECON system rapidly and

accurately recognises printed
characters on moving and stationary
cargo containers and vehicles under
adverse conditions.

An original development based on
a Hong Kong University of Science
and Technology research project,
VECON allows for loose constraints

on lighting, viewing angle and position,

image resolution and a variety of
uncontrollable noise patterns. It
exploits innovative insights into the
properties of characters in a complex
scene image and uses specifically
selected computer vision techniques
VECON technology can be used in
other transport applications, as well as
in the financial services and

manufacturing industries.
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IT Profile

ext time you drive into a car park or

motor over the border to Shenzhen,

consider that you might be being

watched. But don't panic — this is

not some insidious invasion of pri-
vacy. It's simply the application of new
technology to make the monitoring and
control of vehicle movements an easier and
more efficient business.

Using computer vision techniques to rec-
ognise vehicle licence plates and numbers
on cargo containers is a relatively new phe-
nomenon, and one of the front-runners in
the field is a small Hong Kong company
formed in 1997.

Asia Vision Technology Limited grew out
of a student’s final-year research project at
the Hong Kong University of Science and
Technology and has quickly become a
world-leader. The company’s software is
being used across Hong Kong, and can
now be found as far afield as Shanghai and
Belgium.

Asia Vision’s main product is Vecon (the Vehi-
cle & Container Number Recognition System)
which can be used in a number of situations
where movement needs to be monitored by the
checking of registration numbers,

Vecon has found a natural home in car
parks, for example, where the tedious hu-
man task of logging car number plates can
be replaced by a video/computer system. A
CCD camera is linked to software that fea-
tures real-time recognition of printed char-
acters. The system notes down the number

of every car passing through and then
stores it on hard disk for reference.

“The advantages are in improved efficiency
and security,” says Asia Vision co-founder
and chairman John Lee. “For car park man-
agement, for example, companies can check
the details against the car park ticket and
make sure someone doesn't arrive in battered

old car and drive out in a Mercedes!”

Vecon has the advantage of being able to
operate in different lighting conditions with a
wide field of view. Unlike most other number
recognition systems it doesn't need the vehi-
cle to pass through a specific spot, or even to
be stationary, to have its number noted.,

The technology operates in a similar way

P31
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to an office scanner, using neural networks
to identify characters. Radical programming
techniques ensure the system can pick out
characters from a very wide area. It takes
Vecon less than a second to process a
scanned number and its accuracy is in the
region of 95 per cent.

“Vecon also has a number of benefits
when it comes to recognising containers in
cargo ports,” says Dr Lee. Container num-
bers, he explains, come in all sorts of shapes
and sizes — sometimes vertically aligned,
sometimes horizontal, on backgrounds of
different colours and textures, and often
covered in grime after countless journeys
around the world.

“The system is advanced enough to recog-
nise the numbers and characters under all
these different conditions. It allows the port
to operate automatic inventory control and
can also ensure the right truck is following
the right container in and out of the gates.”
The advantages, says Dr Lee, come in avoid-
ing errors caused by manual inputting, re-
duced manpower and an increased flow.

The idea for Asia Vision formed
when Dr Lee supervised student
Wong Wing-kin on his final year
project, working on a container-
number recognition system, Dr Lee
had already worked on a similar
project in Singapore,

Mr Wong continued with the
project for his master degree, adding
in research on vehicle licence recog-

nition. An agreement was signed

with HKUST to purchase the intellec-

®e We're now
looking fer
venture capital
- an injection
of money so we

can build a

better networkee

the MTR's car parks.
5 —fEVecontZ fil i

company and a large container terminal man-
agement company are currently considering
placing orders for VECON.

Asia Vision is continually upgrading and
developing its existing software, and the
police department, which already has a
Vecon system for monitoring car move-
ments to and from Shenzhen, is showing a
keen interest in one of the company’s lates
developments. The mobile Vecon will allow
officers on patrol to carry a mini-camera in
the car which can be linked through Asia
Vision’s software to the police database.

“The system will take pictures on a continu-
ous basis and check passing car numbers
against the police database, If a vehicle shows
up as being wanted, the officers in the car will
be notified immediately,” says Dr Lee. A
laptop computer will be sufficient to run the
mobile Vecon, and Dr Lee says that a simple
PC with 4.5Gb of memory is sufficient to run
any of the company’s products.

The next step for Asia Vision is to launch an-
other development, IT Eyes. This can provide
continuous, real-time monitoring of traffic flow,
] Potential applications include automatic
prosecution for red-light offences and the
generation of traffic data for traffic man-
agement systems.

Given the unique nature of the prod-
uct and the increasing worldwide de-
mand for traffic control systems, Asia
Vision could be on to a very good
thing. But there's one big challenge to
be overcome first — finding the financ-
ing to lift the company to the next level,

“We have good products that we

tual property rights to the technology they de-
veloped. Later the same year Asia Vision was
born and the company took its first tentative
steps as a hi-tech start-up, becoming one of
the incubatees at the Hong Kong Industry
Technology Centre in January 1998,

Even before its name was registered, Asia
Vision received an order from the MTR Cor-
poration for camera systems for three new
stations. Other orders have come from the
Hong Kong Police, the new airport, Govern-
ment Flying Services and a number of commer-
cial building and shopping mall car parks. The
Customs and Excise Department, a major utility

need to market more effectively and sell
much faster than through direct and indirect
sales,” says Dr Lee. “We're now looking for
venwure capital — an injection of money so
we can build a better network, not just for
selling but for marketing and support.”

Like many small IT companies, Asia Vi-
sion is very much feeling its way and learn-
ing from its mistakes when it comes to the
business side. But the creative juices never
stop flowing. As the interview draws to a
close, Dr Lee is already off on another tan-
gent, talking excitedly about other potential

o

applications for Asia Vision's software.
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