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ABSTRACT layers reduces the memory requirement by 32x while still leading

This work introduces an ultra-low-power visual sensor node cou-
pling event-based binary acquisition with Binarized Neural Net-
works (BNNs) to deal with the stringent power requirements of
always-on vision systems for IoT applications. By exploiting in-
sensor mixed-signal processing, an ultra-low-power imager gener-
ates a sparse visual signal of binary spatial-gradient features. The
sensor output, packed as a stream of events corresponding to the
asserted gradient binary values, is transferred to a 4-core processor
when the amount of data detected after frame difference surpasses a
given threshold. Then, a BNN trained with binary gradients as input
runs on the parallel processor if a meaningful activity is detected in
a pre-processing stage. During the BNN computation, the proposed
Event-based Binarized Neural Network model achieves a system
energy saving of 17.8% with respect to a baseline system including
a low-power RGB imager and a Binarized Neural Network, while
paying a classification performance drop of only 3% for a real-life
3-classes classification scenario. The energy reduction increases up
to 8x when considering a long-term always-on monitoring scenario,
thanks to the event-driven behavior of the processing sub-system.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Convolutional neural networks achieve state-of-the-art performance
on several recognition tasks, such as image classification, object
detection and voice recognition. Despite the promising capabilities,
the high computational cost is preventing their deployment on
resource-constrained and ultra-low power devices. Recently, Bina-
rized Neural Networks (BNNs) have emerged as a potential solution
for pushing deep networks into battery-powered systems [5, 17].
The extreme 1-bit quantization of both the weights and activation
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to a nearly state-of-the-art accuracy on several public dataset [5].
By reducing the internal precision to a single bit, the convolution
operation, which is the most demanding kernel of a CNN inference
algorithm, transforms into a bit-wise logic XNOR followed by a
bit counting operation. This has enabled the deployment of deep
networks into low-power programmable processors featuring 32bit
bit-wise operations, also thanks to their flexibility and easy pro-
gramming legacy [15]. However, due to the stringent requirement
of always-ON sensors, a BNN inference engine needs to be coupled
with power-optimized smart sensing devices to further reduce the
system power consumption.

In the context of camera-based system design, the event-based
sensing paradigm has shown significant benefits from an energy
viewpoint by keeping the system in a low-power mode unless a
notable amount of information, in the form of events, is detected
on the sensor die [21]. In this paper, we present an Event-Based
Binarized Neural Network that combines a BNN implementation
on a software-programmable 4-core processor with an event-based
binary acquisition scheme, aiming at enhancing the detection ca-
pabilities and, at the same time, matching the energy requirement
of a low power visual sensor front-end. As opposed to previously
presented BNN approaches, where RGB pixels are produced by a
traditional camera and then binarized on the processing platform,
we leverage in-pixel hardware processing circuits to produce the bi-
nary data to feed into the neural network. Every pixel is generated
by thresholding the gradient computed over a three-pixel spatial
mask [8]. This process naturally reflects the operation of a bina-
rized pixel-wise convolution and can be seen as embedding the first
convolutional layer within the image sensor die. Moreover, mixed-
signal in-sensor processing allows to lower the power consumption
of the imagers by more than 10X with respect to power-optimized
off-the-shelf components [2] thanks to the reduced amount of data
crossing the costly analog-to-digital border [13].

The main contributions of the paper are:

(1) The specification of an Event-Based Binarized Neural Net-
work model, which fits the energy requirements and re-
source constraints of a deeply-embedded always-on visual
sensing front-end.

(2) An optimized implementation of a BNN on a 4-core em-
bedded processor.

(3) The energy evaluation of the proposed solution and the
comparison with a baseline BNN model with RGB data
input.
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To assess the performance of our Event-Based Binarized Neural
Network solution, we collect real-world images belonging to three
different classes and train a binarized neural network. The BNN
inference model is implemented on a 4-core RISC processor opti-
mized for energy-efficiency [19]. As an outcome, we demonstrate
that during the classification task, the proposed solution reduces
the system energy by 17.8% in reference to a frame-based baseline
system that includes a low-power RGB imager and a traditional
BNN approach, while paying only a 3% reduction of classification
performance on a 3-classes scenario. Moreover, when consider-
ing a long-term monitoring application, the system leverages the
event-based sensing scheme to reduce the start-up activity of the
processor and to trigger a classification run upon the detection of a
relevant event. This leads to an energy reduction of up to 8x with
respect to the frame-based system featuring an RGB camera.

2 RELATED WORK

Recent work on Convolutional Neural Networks (CNNs) has inves-
tigated the bit quantization to reduce the storage and computational
costs of the inference task. As an extreme case, Binarized Neural
Networks (BNNs) reduce the precision of both weights and acti-
vation neurons to a single-bit [5, 17]. As a distinctive feature, the
binary quantization is not only applied during the forward pass, but
also during the backward pass of the gradient descent algorithm,
and acts as a sort of regularizer [16]. Hardware accelerators for
highly-quantized NNs have been presented on FPGA [23], ASIC
[3, 10] and neuromorphic brain-inspired chips such as Truenorth
[6], trading the flexibility of general-purpose processors with high-
est performance and energy efficiency of specialized hardware. To
lower the computational complexity of BNNs, a hardware-oriented
kernel decomposition strategy is presented in [10], using clock-
gating to reduce the energy cost of redundant convolutions. This is
clearly effective but less prone to be implemented in software be-
cause it is weight-dependent and does not benefit from data spatial
contiguity, which is exploited in this work to reduce the computa-
tion latency. Indeed, we target a low-power software-programmable
platform as a digital processing unit for running the BNN classifier,
also due to the lower development time with respect to application
specific circuits and reconfigurable logic. A first software-based im-
plementation of a binary network on resource-constrained devices
is presented in [15] and it is based on an Arduino platform. Starting
from this work, we optimize the implementation and extend it to a
parallel ultra-low-power processor.

To address energy issues in the context of smart visual sensors,
moving part of the computation to the sensor die results effective
since it allows to lower the sensor-to-processor data flow and the
workload of the digital signal processing [18]. The sensor front-end
described in [12] leads to a maximum 64x reduction of ADC con-
versions by integrating a matrix-multiply-and-accumulate analog
circuit before digitization. Pushing further the early-processing
approach, the design of an analog convolutional image sensor is
presented in [13]. Simulation results show a reduction of energy
up to 84% when the first layers of the CNN are computed in the
analog domain, together with the energy reduction on the digital
processor. With respect to these solutions, the imager used in this
work [8] still features in-sensor processing capabilities. Further-
more it provides a binarized output, which naturally reflects the
behavior of a binarized convolutional layer.
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Figure 1: Comparison between a traditional BNN flow
and the proposed Event-based BNN scheme, which exploits
focal-plane processing for in-sensor binarization

A first study of applying deep learning approaches on the gradient-
based data generated by the imager is presented in [9]. Authors
focused on greyscale image reconstruction from gradient-based
data while not targeting implementation on resource-constrained
systems. More in details, we evaluate the combination of a BNN
for classification purpose with an Event-Based sensing scheme,
which has been demonstrated to be extremely efficient for contin-
uous sensing thanks to the event-driven activation of the digital
processor depending on the external context activity [21].

3 EVENT-BASED BNN

The Event-based Binarized Neural Network scheme is depicted in
Fig. 1. The presented approach combines the paradigm of event-
based sensing with the concept of Binarized Neural Networks. If
compared with traditional BNN architectures that operates on 3-
channels RGB images, the Event-Based BNN is fed by sensor data
that has been pre-processed and binarized on the image sensor
die. This latter exploits a pixel-wise hardwired spatial filtering op-
eration: a per-pixel mixed-signal circuit computes the weighted
gradient across a neighboring pixel mask. Following this, gradient
values are binarized by thresholding. We refer to any of the asserted
pixel, i.e. the ones with a gradient value greater than the thresh-
old, as an event. The event-based paradigm allows to drastically
reduce the sensor-to-processor bandwidth and memory footprint
on the processor-side if compared to the baseline that transfers and
processes RGB sensor data. The BNN is implemented on the digital
signal processor and refers to the model presented by Courbariaux
et al. [5]. Thanks to the input and weight binarization, any convolu-
tion reduces to a logic XNOR and a bit counting operation, resulting
suitable to be implemented on ultra-low-power processors based
on RISC architectures.

In this work, we refer to the imager prototype presented in [8] to
investigate the Event-Based Binarized Neural Networks. The hard-
ware in-sensor processing stands as the first stage of the inference
pipeline. For any pixel location PO, the local gradient is computed
with respect to the neighboring pixels, PN and PE, as illustrated in
figure 2a. Assuming PO and PN to be respectively the more and the
less exposed pixels to light, the gradient will be proportional to the
voltage difference between PO and PN (fig. 2b). Figure 2c illustrates
the circuit that implements this pixel-wise functionality. The out-
put of the contrast block is binarized by means of the comparator
comp2, considering a tunable level V;. In the adopted prototype,
this threshold is generally set close to 0V, to gain a higher sensitivity.
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The sensor dispatches out only the asserted pixels, i.e. the ones with
a positive value after thresholding. The data output is formatted as a
stream of (x,y) coordinates, corresponding to the generated events.
According to the event-based paradigm, the amount of transferred
data is varying depending on the context activity.

A preliminary experiment to assess the capability of the approach
is conducted by benchmarking against the CIFAR-10 dataset [11].
To simulate the in-sensor processing of our imager, we use a basic
sensor model to convert RGB images of the dataset into the binary
representation space. As a first approximation, the gradient contrast
VEDGE is computed as:

max(|pg — pols IpN ~ pol) )
max(pg, po; PN)
where px is the greyscale value of the correspondent RGB pixel
value. The binarization is formulated as:

VEDGE =

Vo = sign(VEpGe — Vin) )

Figure 3 illustrates the qualitative result when transforming an
RGB image into the representation space of our imager. The images
labeled with (a) and (c) are captured respectively with an RGB image
sensor and with our sensor, while figure (b) is obtained by applying
the transformation of equations (1)-(2) on the RGB image.

A VGG-like [22] BNN model is trained either with the original
RGB data of the CIFAR dataset and with binarized data obtained
from the transformation (1)-(2) of the original data space. The model
is composed of 12 convolutional layers and 2 fully-connected lay-
ers and is trained following the approach of [5]. Table 1 lists the
accuracy on the test set composed of 10k samples picked from the
CIFAR-10 dataset. The evaluation also includes a baseline floating
point CNN model with the same VGG topology, trained with RGB
and binarized data. The results show that the specific kind of imager
binarization leads to an 18.8% performance drop with respect to the
baseline, while the additional binarization of the model leads to a

" Veoee,
Contrast | Vi,
Block

Figure 2: (a) In-sensor pixel mask to compute the binary gra-
dient (b) Gradient extraction approach (c) Mixed-signal cir-
cuit for contrast extraction that is placed at every pixel loca-
tion.

(a) (b)

Figure 3: Image of a car taken with a RGB sensor (a) and
with our imager (c). Image (b) is obtained by applying the
transformation of eq.1-2 on the left RGB image to simulate
the in-sensor processing.
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Table 1: Accuracy on CIFAR10 dataset

Model [ Accuracy
CNN with RGB input 91.36%
BNN with RGB input 86.78%
CNN with binarized input | 72.50%
Event-Based BNN 68.94%

further 3.5% reduction. Despite the not-negligible accuracy degra-
dation, the training process actually leads to model convergence
and hence can be exploited for training event-based binarized neu-
ral networks for an application-specific scenario. We demonstrate
in Section 5 that the accuracy degradation significantly attenuates
by considering a reduced-complexity classification scenario, which
is a more typical use-case for an always-ON sensing front-end.

4 BNN ON A PARALLEL EMBEDDED
PROCESSOR

In this section, we describe our software implementation of a Bina-
rized Neural Network (BNN) on a parallel 4-core processor.

4.1 BNN Model

The BNN model is structured as a sequence of convolutions and
fully-connected layers, where synaptic weights and neuron values
are stored with 1-bit precision. When looking at the inference task,
the convolution operation is expressed as:

p(ry) = D widiij) = 1(diijox,y) 3)
d,i,j

where ¢(x, y) is the output neuron’s value at location (x,y) of one
of the output channel, w and I are the weights and inputs banks, d
is the input channel index and i, j are the spatial dimension indexes
within the convolution filter. Because of I, w € {0, 1}, equation (3)
can be reduced to:

¢(x,y) = popcount(w xnor I) (4)

where w, I are binary arrays that store the binary filter weights and
inputs and popcount(-) returns the numbers of asserted bits of the
argument. Note that the convolution output ¢(x, y) is an integer
value. As presented by [5], the output is binarized after a batch
normalization layer. We refer to the deterministic binarization that
is defined as:

Opin (¥, y) = sign( Y +B) ©)

poy) +b—p
o

where b is the convolution bias and y, y, o and f§ are parameters

learned by the batch normalization layer. These parameters are

floating point but thanks to the sign(-) and the integer input ¢(x, y)

the expression can be reduced to:

therefore only an integer threshold and a single bit sign(y) have to
be stored for binarizing any output layer.

As shown by equations (4) and (6), a binarized convolution opera-
tion is then expressed as a couple of instructions, requiring bit-wise
and popcount operations, along with an integer comparison.

~B-oly] ify>0

—pooi ify<o

=
|
S
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Figure 4: Average execution time to run a 3x3 convolution
kernel for several optimization steps and their relative gains.
The average number of clock cycles is reported in white on
the bars.

4.2 Software implementation and Memory
Management

Our software implementation is based on the code architecture pre-
sented in [15]. Several optimizations have been performed on the
original code version to accelerate the computation and, at the same
time, minimize the memory footprint. As major improvements, (a)
the binary weights needed to produce an output layer are stored
contiguously in memory to minimize the memory requirement,
(b) the XNOR operation is performed on 32-bit data registers, to
fully exploit the datapath length and (C) thanks to the convolution
formulation expressed by eq.(6), our implementation does not re-
quire any floating-point operation, with the exception of the last
fully-connected layer, whose workload is however negligible in
reference to the rest of the network inference task.

An ultra-low power parallel platform is employed for running
the BNN inference [20]. The processor features a 4-core cluster
with an extended OpenRISC instruction set. The cluster includes
a 32KB tightly-coupled scratchpad memory, acting as L1 memory,
while a 64KB L2 memory is placed on the off-cluster region. The
architecture is implemented in 28nm FD-SOI technology. Power
consumption measurement reported in the paper was measured on
the silicon prototype of the SoC.

The BNN weight parameters are permanently stored in the L2
memory, besides the code region and the data input memory space.
L1 memory serves for temporary storing of input and output data
from the network layers. To this aim, two memory regions are sized
as the maximum layer output capacity in the network, which is
2KB in case of the BNN topology of Tab. 2. At run-time, each core
transfers a weight bank needed to produce a single output layer
to a private L1 memory buffer, which has a size of 72 Bytes in this
case.

4.3 Code Optimization and Parallelization

To optimize the BNN computation, we measure the execution time
of the BNN model described in Tab. 2 by running the code on
the instruction-accurate simulator of the parallel platform. Note
that, in the proposed work, the BNN input is also binary, hence
requiring only 1KB for transfer and storage, as opposed to the 12KB
required by the system based on a RGB camera. When running on
a single core, the baseline implementation spends the 96% of the
computation on the convolution kernels of eq.(4), suggesting that
this is the part that can benefit more from intensive optimization.
For any output pixels, the mentioned operation consists of loading
dx3x3 binary input pixels and compress them in 32-bit registers,
to be xnored with the correspondent weights before the popcount.

M. Rusci et al.
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Figure 5: Optimized binary convolution kernel applied on
every image plane. Three binary image rows are loaded
and aligned with a battery of 3x3 convolution kernels. The
masked popcount of the xored inputs resulting from any
kernel position is accumulated and then the input is shifted
to account all the possible input-filter alignment.

Fig. 4 illustrates the performance gain achieved by performing the
optimization steps described below. The plot reports the average
time to perform a 3x3 convolution, normalized with respect to the
baseline. A first 18% cycles reduction is reached by padding every
input layer before the convolution, hence avoiding to check border
conditions in the inner loop. As a side effect, the L1 storage buffer
has to be re-sized to contain the padded input (+13% memory for
our network topology). An additional 27% reduction is achieved
by exploiting loop unrolling. Doing this implies coding separately
convolutional layers with different kernel size. For VGG-like mod-
els, which makes use only of 3x3 kernels, this is however not an
issue. Others topologies featuring layers with different kernel sizes
will pay an increased memory code footprint.

Going further, the implicit bit-level parallelism of data can be ex-
ploited by reading multiple input bits with a single load instruction.
Thanks to this approach, any convolution of equation (4) requires
only dx3 readings, because a 3-bit row can be loaded by using a
single load operation. This allows to save an additional 18% of the
computation time. Moreover, to fully exploit bit-level parallelism,
the convolution operator can be applied to separate image input
channels. The popcount results are accumulated along all the input
channels before the binarization. Each image plane is tiled and
scanned along the vertical direction. We exploit the spatial data
order to load and analyze in parallel 32 binary pixels that belong
to the same row. A battery of 9 identical binary filters is aligned
to the loaded rows and xored. Figure 5 illustrates the process. For
any of the filter masks, the popcount result is accumulated and the
input is shifted. After this, the row pointers are increased by 1 up
to reach the bottom line. The process repeats on the next vertical
tiles for every input channel. A significant 69% cycles reduction
is achieved thanks to this strategy. From a memory viewpoint, an
accumulation L1 memory space is required, sized as the maximum
input spatial layer dimension (64x64 in this case). Finally, we paral-
lelize the BNN over the 4-cores by dividing the workload along the
output feature dimension. This contributes to speed-up the code
execution by 3.88x, which is close to theoretical maximum 4x.

5 EXPERIMENTAL RESULTS

5.1 Classification accuracy

The Event-Based BNN is evaluated with a real-life dataset, tailoring
an always-on monitoring application for visual systems. A dual-
camera setup, which includes a commercial RGB camera and our
imager, is used for collecting 64x64 images, each one belonging to
one of the three following categories: cars, cyclists and pedestrians.
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Table 2: VGG-like BNN Model

Model Topology T

Conv3x3(#ich, 16) + MaxPool2x2
Conv3x3(16, 32) + MaxPool2x2
Conv3x3(32, 48) + MaxPool2x2
Conv3x3(48, 64) + MaxPool2x2
Conv3x3(64, 96) + MaxPool2x2

FC(384, 64)
FC(64,3)

The acquisition system synchronizes the data capture of the two
sensors, which are physically aligned to match their fields of view.
We collected two datasets for testing purpose, one with RGB images
and one with binary gradient images, containing 100 samples per
class each (see Fig. 2 for a sample image).

A binarized VGG-like model is trained to classify the acquired
images. The network is composed of 5 convolutional layers and 2
fully-connected layers (for a total of 23Mop/img). Tab. 2 reports
the network parameters layer by layer. A pooling layer is placed
after every convolution. The presented topology is defined to fit
the memory requirements of our architecture. In total, the memory
footprint required by this model is less than 20KB. As a baseline for
our event-based BNN, a binarized neural network with the same
topology is trained and tested on 8-bit RGB data.

Both the BNN models are trained using Torch [4] for 100 epochs
using the adaMax shift-based version proposed by [5] and a batch
size of 128. Learning rate is set to 0.01 and divided by 10 every
15 epochs. To increase the generalization of the training process,
the training and validation datasets are built by combining labeled
patches from the KITTI [7] and MIO-TCD [1] datasets. Training
data is augmented with random rotation to increase the number of
training samples up to about 60k. The validation set is composed of
900 unique samples. When training the event-based BNN, training
and validation data are binarized with equations (1)-(2). Trained
models with the highest accuracy on the validation dataset report
an accuracy on the real-life testing data of 84.6% and 81.6%, for RGB
and gradient binarized input scenario, respectively. Therefore, the
event-based BNN architecture presents a contained performance
drop of 3% over the 3-classes application scenario.

5.2 Energy Evaluation

To assess the energy efficiency of the event-based BNN, we eval-
uate the energy consumption of the proposed visual node, which
includes a smart image sensor [8] and a parallel processing unit
running the BNN classifier (as described in Section 4). The proposed
event-based binary visual node is benchmarked against a baseline
system featuring a state-of-the-art low-power RGB imager [2] and
the same processing unit, which runs a BNN with 8-bit 3 channels
data inputs.

Table 3 reports the energy comparison between the event-based
BNN and the baseline system for image acquisition and classifica-
tion. It includes the contribution of the imager, sensor-to-processor
data transfer and the 4-core processor that runs the binarized net-
work. The active power of the processing unit is measured as
8.9mW when operating at 168MHz with a voltage supply of 0.7V.

1Conv3x3(x,y) is a convolutional layer with 3x3 weight filter size, x input layers and y
output layers, FC(x, y) is a fully connected layer with x input neurons and y output
neurons, #ich=3 for RGB input and #ich=1 for binary input
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Table 3: Event Based BNN Energy Evaluation

Scenario BNN with Event-based
RGB input BNN
Image Sensor Power Consumption 1.1mW @30fps 1004W @50fps
Image Size 324244 (617kbits) 2 | 128x64 (8kbits)
Image Sensor Energy for frame capture 66.7 1] 2 uJ
Transfer Time (4bit SPI @50MHz) 3.1 msec 0.04 msec
Transfer Energy (8.9mW @0.7V) 28 24
BNN Execution Time (168MHz) 81.3 msec 75.3 msec
BNN Energy consumption (8.9mW @0.7V) 725 yJ 671 yJ
Total System Energy for Classification [ 820 1] [ 674 1)

Table 4: Event-Based vs Frame-based

Statistics per frame ‘ Frame-Based ‘ Event-based

Idle (no motion)

Sensor Power 1.1mW (grey) 20uW
Avg Sensor Data 19764 Bytes -
Transfer Time 790pusec -
Processing Time 3.02 msec -

Avg Processor Power 1.45mW 0.3mW (sleep)
Detection

Sensor Power 1.1mW (grey) 60pW
Avg Sensor Data 19764 Bytes ~536 Bytes
Transfer Time 790usec 21.4psec
Processing Time 3.47 msec 187.6p1sec
Avg Processor Power 1.57mW 0.511mW
Classification

Sensor Power 2mW (RGB) 60uW
Avg Sensor Data 79056 Bytes 1024 Bytes
Transfer Time 3.16 msec 41pusec
Processing Time 81.3 msec 75.3 msec
Processor Energy 760 pJ 677 pJ

The platform is kept in active state during data transfer and BNN
computation. Because of the higher amount of input data (a total of
324244 8-bit pixels [2] instead of a single 128x64 binary channel
[8]), the baseline scenario features a 77.2x higher data transfer time.
Furthermore, the event-based BNN shows a smaller BNN compu-
tation time by 7.4% thanks again to the reduced amount of input
data. Given all these contributions, the event-based BNN scenario
reports a system-level energy reduction of 17.8% with respect to
the baseline.

5.3 Continuous Sensing Evaluation

When dealing with always-on monitoring applications, we lever-
age the event based sensing paradigm to trigger the classification
algorithm upon the detection of relevant events. On the contrary,
when the sensor detects only a low number of events because of the
reduced context activity, the system is kept in a low-power state.
As a case-study of an always-on application, we focus on a parking
entrance monitoring scenario, where an alert signal is triggered
when a moving object (a car) enters the parking gate. To this aim, a
detection and tracking algorithm is applied on the detected events
to track the moving cars. An alert is generated whenever the object
crosses a virtual gate corresponding to the parking entrance. This
event triggers the execution of the binarized neural network used
for object classification.

In the analyzed case-study, the sensing activity is driven by
moving cars passing in front of the camera. Any of them generates
2.7 seconds of data recording. Tab. 4 reports the average statistics
to acquire and elaborate the signals on both the event-based and
the frame-based scenario, along with the different energy costs for

2The imager features a 324X244 resolution with Bayer color filter map, which roughly
corresponds to a 3-channel QQVGA resolution
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any of the following phases: idle, when no motion is detected by
the mixed-signal image processing because of a static background,
detection, aiming at generating alert signals, and classification upon
detection, which implies transferring data and running the BNN
classifier. Concerning the idle and detection phases, the energy
cost is expressed in terms of average power consumption. We
consider a frame rate of 30fps and the usage of duty cycling to
reduce the energy consumption of the digital processor. When in
sleep state, the processing unit consumes 0.3mW @0.7V, due to
the memory region that cannot be power-gated because of data-
retention. The energy contribution for the classification is derived
from the analysis conducted in Section 5.2.

The event-based system keeps the digital platform in sleep state
during the idle phase, due to the low amount of changed binary gra-
dient pixels. Within the detection phase, a higher sensor datarate
causes the processor to wake up for data processing. The power
costs are still contained because of the limited number of pixels to
be transferred and elaborated. Once a relevant event is detected
through event-driven processing [14], the classification task is trig-
gered. On the contrary, within the frame-based scenario, the sensor
always transfers image data to the processor to determine the pres-
ence of relevant objects either on the idle or the detection phase.
Hence, these phases are characterized by a similar power cost. The
data analytic flow includes the background subtraction, morpho-
logical filtering and the extraction of the connected components.
During the detection phase, the workload slightly increases due
to the additional Kalman filtering and triggering process. As data
source, the sensor provides QQVGA greyscale 8-bit data at a power
cost of 1.1mW [2].

Fig. 6 shows the average power consumption for a varying num-
ber of moving objects per hour accessing to the parking gate. On
the frame-based system the power is weakly dependent on the
event frequency, while the event based system presents an increas-
ing power cost due to the increased activation rate of the digital
processor at a higher event rate. When the number of event per
hour increases, the event-based visual system presents an energy
saving of 4x, which can raise up to 8x at a reduced event activity.

6 CONCLUSION

The paper presented a combination of event-based sensing and
binarized neural network to reduce the energy consumption of
smart visual nodes. We demonstrated that combining an ultra low
power imager with in-sensor hardwired capabilities and a software-
programmable parallel processor reduces the system energy of
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Figure 6: Average power consumption of event-based (in red)
and frame-based (green) visual nodes with respect to a vary-
ing external event rate within an always-on monitoring ap-
plication.

M. Rusci et al.

17.8% if compared to a baseline systems running a BNN classier,
while paying only a 3% performance drop. Moreover, if considering
a long-term monitoring application, the energy saving raises up to
8x thanks to the opportunistic event-based computing paradigm and
the power-optimized hardware-software co-design of the system.
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