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Abstract We study the first- and second-order regularity properties of the boundary
of H-convex sets in the setting of a real vector space endowed with a suitable group
structure: our starting point is indeed a step two Carnot group. We prove that, locally,
the noncharacteristic part of the boundary has the intrinsic cone property and that it is
foliated by intrinsic Lipschitz continuous curves that are twice differentiable almost

everywhere.
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1 Introduction

We study the first- and second-order regularity properties of the boundary of H-
convex sets in the setting of a real vector space endowed with a non-commutative
group law. Our interest is motivated by the recent theory of H-convex functions in
Carnot groups. We prove that, locally, the noncharacteristic part of the boundary of
H-convex sets has the intrinsic cone property and that it is “foliated” by intrinsic
Lipschitz continuous curves that are twice differentiable almost everywhere.

We fix our geometric framework. Let Z and T be two real vector spaces and
let G =Z x T be the product space. We let p = (z, ) denote a generic point of
G with ze Z and t € T. Let (-, -) be an inner product on G that makes Z and T
orthogonal, and let | - | denote the corresponding norm. Let Q : Z x Z — T be a
mapping satisfying the following axioms:

(Q1) Q is bilinear and continuous;
(Q2) Q is skew-symmetric, i.e., Q(z,¢) =—Q(¢,z) forall z, ¢ € Z,
(Q3) forallt e T and z € Z, 7 # 0, there exists a ¢ € Z such that Q(z,¢) =+¢.

Up to a normalization of the quadratic form Q, we can assume that we have
10z, )| <zl |¢l, forallz, ¢ e Z. (1.1)

We introduce the binary operation - : G x G — G

(0 1)=(+¢t+T+ 0@ 0). (1.2)

By the axioms (Q1) and (Q2), the operation - is a group law. The associativity prop-
erty is a consequence of (Q1). By (Q2), the identity element is 0 € G and the inverse
of p=(z,0)is p~' = (—z,—1). In general, the group is non-commutative. An ex-
ample where all the axioms (Q1)—(Q3) are satisfied is the n-th Heisenberg group
H'=C" x R, n € N, with

0(z,¢)=Im(zy), z,¢eC",

where zf =21 El 4+ 4z, ;_‘,,. In the setting of Lie algebras, the axioms (Q1)—(Q3)
identify the Métivier’s algebras.

The left translation by the element p € G isthemap 7, : G — G, 1,(q) = p - q.
It is an affine map of G onto itself as a vector space, i.e., it is the composition of a
translation w.r.t. the sum operation and a linear mapping.

We define the horizontal plane at p = 0 as the linear subspace Zg := Z x {0} C
G, and the horizontal plane at p € G as the affine subspace Z, :=7,(Zo) = p -
Zy. A horizontal line through 0 € G is a 1-dimensional linear subspace of Zy. A
horizontal line through p € G is an affine line through p contained in Z, i.e., a line
of the form r := 1, (s) = p - s for some horizontal line s through 0. We denote by R,
the set of all horizontal lines through p and by R = | J peG R p the set of all horizontal
lines in G. Finally, we say that two points p, g € G are horizontally aligned if there
exists an 7 € R such that p,qg €r.
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Definition 1.1 (H-convex set) A set C € G is H-convex if (1 — A)p + Ag € C for
any pair of horizontally aligned points p,g € C and forany 0 <A < 1.

Equivalently, a set C C G is H-convex if and only if the set C N Z, is star-shaped
with respect to p, forany p € C.

The family of mappings {8;.}1~0, 81 (z, f) = (Az, A%1), is a one-parameter group of
automorphisms of G. We call these automorphisms of G dilations. For A =0 we let
83 (z,1) = 0. The class of H-convex sets is stable under dilations.

H-convex sets were introduced by Danielli, Garofalo, and Nhieu as weakly H -
convex sets (see Sect. 7 of [10]). The notion of strongly H-convex set was also intro-
duced in the same paper. A set C C G is strongly H-convex if ¢ - 8,(¢~' - p) € C
for all (not necessarily aligned) p,q € C and all 0 < A < 1. In [10] it was observed
that this stronger notion of convexity is quite restrictive. This was confirmed by the
description of strongly H-convex sets in H! given in [6]. In the same setting, a dif-
ferent notion of convexity, the geodesic convexity, was studied in [22]: the class of
geodetically convex sets is also quite poor.

On the other hand, any convex set of G in the standard sense is H-convex, and
there are H-convex sets which are not convex (see Sect. 4). In fact, there are H-
convex sets which are not even Lebesgue measurable, as shown by Rickly in his
Ph.D. thesis [24]. H-convex sets also arise as sub-level sets of H-convex real-valued
functions defined on Carnot groups. Such functions are of interest because of their
connection with nonlinear partial differential equations of the sub-elliptic type (see
[3-5,7,8, 11, 14-19, 25-27]).

To state our results, we need a few more definitions. For any horizontal line r €
Ro, let . : G — r be the orthogonal projection of G onto r with respect to the fixed
inner product and denote by 7+ the orthogonal complement of » in G. Define the
(left) group projection nf- : G — r via the identity

p=n}t(p) m(p), forany peG. (1.3)

The group projection 7 is not the orthogonal projection onto r (see Sect. 2).

Next, for p = (z,t) € G define the homogeneous (quasi-)norm
Ipll = max{|z], [¢]'/?}. (1.4)

The norm is homogeneous in the sense that ||§, (p)|| = A || p|| for all A > 0. Using this
norm we define, for any p € G and p > 0, the balls

By(p)={qeG:lIp~' ql<p} (1.5)

The topology on G induced by these (or equivalent) balls is the standard topology
of G, i.e., the one induced by the inner product. We shall denote by int(C), C, ext(C)
and dC the topological interior, closure, exterior, and boundary of a given set C € G,
respectively.
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Definition 1.2 (Intrinsic cone)

(i) The (left) open cone with vertex 0 € G, axis r € Ry, aperture o > 0, and height
h > 0 is the set

CLO,r,a,h)={peG: |z (p)ll <lm (p)| <eah}. (1.6)

Fix one of the two total orderings of r such that O € r is the zero. Define the
positive and negative cones

CH0,r,a,h)=CLO,r,a, ) N{p € G :m(p) >0},
Cr0,r,0,h) =Cr0,r,a, ) N {p € G:7(p) <0}.

(1.7)

(ii) The (left) open cone with vertex p € G, axis r € R, aperture o > 0, and height
h > 0 is the set

Cr(p,r,a,h) =1,(CL 0, T,-1(r), &, h)).
The one-sided cones Czr( p.r,a,h)and C; (p, r, a, h) are defined analogously.

Definition 1.3 (Non-characteristic point) Let C € G be a set. A point p € 3C is
non-characteristic if there exists an r € R, such that r Nint(C) N B,(p) # ¥ for all
p > 0. In this case, we say that r enters C at p.

We let £(C) € dC denote the set of characteristic points of C. Thus p € 9C is
non-characteristic if and only if p € 9C \ X(C).

Theorem 1.4 Assume (Q1)—(Q3). Let C C G be an H-convex set and let p € 9C \
X(C) with t,(r) € R, entering C at p, for some r € Ro. Then there exist p > 0,
a >0, and h > 0 such that we have for all g € 90C N B,(p)

C/(q.74(r),a,h) Cint(C), (1.8)
C(q.74(r),a,h) Cext(C), (1.9)

where the total ordering of v is possibly changed.

Axiom (Q3) is used in the construction of the interior cone: see Step 3 in the proof
of Theorem 1.4. It is not clear whether this axiom can be dropped or weakened. The
interior cone property (1.8) is sharp, because the cone Czr(q, 74(r), o, h) is itself
H-convex. We prove this in the Heisenberg group (Example 4.2).

No regularity for the boundary can be expected at characteristic points. In fact, for
any « > 0 there is a 8 > 0 such that the set

{@,HeCxR=H":|z| <1* < g} (1.10)

is H-convex in H' (see Example 4.3).
Conditions (1.8) and (1.9) express the intrinsic cone property for H-convex sets.
This property was introduced in [12] and [2] in order to define intrinsic Lipschitz
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continuous graphs inside Carnot groups (see also [21] for a different construction of
metric cones). The same property appears in the theory of sets with finite horizontal
perimeter and controlled normal (see [23]).

In the case of the Heisenberg group, Franchi, Serapioni, and Serra Cassano have
recently proved in [13] that the cone property implies an intrinsic version of Rade-
macher’s theorem. Theorem 1.4 is thus the counterpart of the first-order regularity
of H-convex functions established under various a priori assumptions in [10, 17-19,
26], and then in [3] and [25] in full generality. So far, the best known regularity of
H-convex sets is that they have locally finite horizontal perimeter (see [20]).

Our results on the second-order regularity of H-convex sets have a partial char-
acter. Roughly speaking, the non-characteristic boundary dC \ £ (C) is “foliated” by
Lipschitz continuous curves in G which are convex in a suitable sense and which
are twice differentiable almost everywhere in the standard sense. We say that a curve
y : I — G, where I C R is an interval, is Lipschitz continuous in G if there is a
constant L > O such that for all s, 0 €

ly(@)™"-y)Il <Lls—oal. (1.11)

The “convex horizontal sections” of 9C \ X (C) are found inside (cosets of) Heisen-
berg subgroups of G which are horizontally transversal to the given H-convex set.
We say that a subgroup H of G is a Heisenberg subgroup if it is of the form

H = span{(z,0), (¢,0), (0,0}, (1.12)

for some z,¢ € Z and t € T such that Q(z,¢) =t # 0. Finally, a Heisenberg sub-
group H of G is horizontally transversal to a set C C G at the point 0 € dC if there
exists an r € Rq such that » C H and r enters C at 0.

Theorem 1.5 Assume (Q1)—(Q3). Let C C G be an H-convex set, and let H C G be
a Heisenberg subgroup of G that is horizontally transversal to C at 0, with r € Ry
entering C at 0 and r C H. Then there exists a nonconstant curve y : I — 0C N H,
for some interval I = [0, 8], § > 0, with the following properties:

(1) vy is Lipschitz continuous in G and y (0) = 0;

2) y=(,t)forcurves ¢ : 1 — Z and t : I — T such that ¢ is twice differentiable
a.e.on I and t is three times differentiable a.e. on I;

(3) the function s — 1, (y(s)) €r, s € [0, 8], is either convex or concave on I .

In general, the curve y provided by Theorem 1.5 is not unique: there can exist
a curve y : [0, 5] dCNH satisfying (1), (2), and (3) but such that y ([0, s]) #
y([0,0]) for all s > 0 and o > O (see Example 4.1).

Theorem 1.5 is the counterpart of the second-order regularity of H-convex func-
tions. In fact, H-convex functions in H", n = 1, 2, have second-order horizontal
derivatives almost everywhere (see [1, 11, 16, 19], and [14] for related results). Our
result should be compared with Theorem 1.1 in [9]. In their article, Capogna, Pauls,
and Tyson prove, under a C2-type regularity assumption, that the epigraph of real-
valued functions in Carnot groups is H-convex if and only if the symmetrized hori-
zontal second fundamental form of the boundary is nonnegative.
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An overview of the paper is now in order. Section 2 is devoted to the cone prop-
erty. In Sect. 3, we construct the convex and Lipschitz sections. The examples are
discussed in Sect. 4.

2 Intrinsic Cone Property

Let r € R be a horizontal line through 0. For some zp € Z with |zg| = 1 we then have
r ={(Xz0,0) : A € R}. We can identify r with R and give r a natural total ordering.
Here and in the following, we restrict (-, -) to Z and T'. Let r+ denote the orthogonal
complement of » in G. Then we have

G=rt-r, rtnr={0}, r*isnormalin G,

i.e., G is the semi-direct product of the subgroups r+ and r.

The orthogonal projection w, : G — r of G onto r is 7, (p) = ({z, 20)z0, 0), for
any p = (z,t) € G. The left group projection 71,L : G — rt defined via (1.3) is given
by the formula

w2, ) = (2 — (2, 20)20.  — (2. 20) Q(2, 20)).

This is not the orthogonal projection onto .
Analogously, we can define the right group projection '7?,L :G—>r
tity p =, (p) - ﬁrJ- (p). In this case we have the formula

L via the iden-

Ttz = (z = (z,z0)z0. 1 + (2, 20) (2, 20))-

We introduced the left cones in Definition 1.2. Now let the right open cone with
vertex 0 € G, axis r € Ry, aperture o > 0, and height 2 > 0 be the set

Cr(O0,r,0, 1) = {p € G : |17 (Pl < allm- (p)| < oh}. @1
Finally, let the positive and negative right cones be the sets

Cg(0,r,a,h) = Cr(0,r,a,h) N {p € G :7,(p) > O},
CE(Ovr’a’h)ZCR(Osrvavh)m{peG:nr(p) <0}‘

(2.2)

The right cones with vertex p € G are defined by left translation.

Lemma 2.1 The left and right cones are comparable in the following quantitative
sense:

CrO,r,a,h) CCrO,r,a +~2a,h) and

2.3)
Cr(O0, 7,0, 1) C CL(O, 7, & + 20, h).

Proof Indeed, for (z,t) € Cr (0, r, @, h) and with b = (z, z9), we have

Iz —bzol <alb| and |t —bO(z,20)|/? < albl. (2.4)
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From (2.4), we get
It +bQ(z,20)|'? < |t —bQ(z, 20)|"* + 12bQ(z, 20) |/
< alb|l+/21b1Q(z, 20)|'/?,

where, by (Q1) along with (1.1), and (Q2), [Q(z,z0)| = |0(z — bz0,2z0)| < Iz —
bzo| < a|b|, and thus

1 +b0(z, 20)'? < (& +V2a) bl.

This shows that (z, 1) € Cr(0, r, @ + ~/2a, h).
The proof of the second inclusion in (2.3) is analogous. g

We now compare left cones having the same vertex and different axes. Let r, s €
Ro be horizontal lines associated with the points zo, ¢o € Z, with |zg| = |{o| = 1 and
(z0, ¢o) = 0. Namely, let r = {(1z0,0) € G : A € R} and s = {(A¢p,0) € G : L € R}.
Let the distance between » and s be

dist(r, s) = |zo — ¢ol. 2.5)

Lemma 2.2 Forany k > 1 and ¢ > O there exists an ag > 0 such that for all 0 < o <
g and r, s € Ry with dist(r, s) < a¥te we have Cp. O,r,a,1) CCr(0,s, ka, 2).

Proof With the notation introduced above, we have (z,7) € Cr(0, r, «, 1) if and only
if

Izl <V1+a2bl <v1+a2 and |t —bQ(z,20)|"/* <albl, (2.6)

where we let b = (z, zp). Let § > 0 be a real number to be fixed later and such that

SV1+a2<l. 2.7

Assume that |z9 — ¢o| < §. Then from the first inequality in (2.6) and from |b| <
[{z, Zo)| + 8|z] it follows that

1+ a?
1—6/1T+a2

By the triangle inequality, (Q1), and the right-hand side of (2.6), we obtain

|z| < Bl(z, %o}l with = (2.8)

It = (2, 2000z, &) | < |t = b0z, 20)|* + | {2, 20 — 20) Q (2, 20)|'/*
+ (2. 20) Q(z. 20 — é“o)|1/2
< alb] +2v5)z]

< al(z, S| + (8 +2v8)]zl.
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By (2.8), we finally get

1 = (2, 2000z 20| < 71z, o)
V14 aZ(@s +2v9)
1—6V1+a2

and the claim follows from (2.8) and (2.9). In fact, with the choice § = «>*¢, for any
k > 1 there is an ag > 0 such that 8 < +/1 +kZa? and y < ka forall 0 < o < . O

withy = o +

2.9)

In the proof of Theorem 1.4 and in the following sections, we shall make free use
of the following observation. For any pair of points p = (z, ¢) and ¢ = (¢, t) in G, the
following statements are equivalent: (1) p and g are horizontally aligned; (2) p € Z;
() geZy@g™-peZp; 5T —1=0(10).

Proof of Theorem 1.4 The proof is divided into a number of steps. The central step is
Step 4, where we study the 3-dimensional case (i.e., the Heisenberg group). We first
prove (1.8) and we show in the last step that (1.9) follows from (1.8).

Step 1. Ler r € Ry be a horizontal line such that 7,(r) enters C at p. We claim
without proof that the set int(C) is H-convex. The proof is a routine argument based
on axioms (Q1) and (Q2). The set 7, (r) Nint(C) is therefore a nonempty open in-
terval. One endpoint of this interval is p € dC. An easy continuity argument shows
that there is a p > 0 such that 7,(r) N int(C) is a nonempty open interval for all
g € dC N B,(p).

We claim that, possibly changing the orientation of r, there exist an o > 0 and an
h > 0 such that Czr(q, 74(r), a, h) Cint(C) forall ¢ € int(C) N B,(p). Letg € 9C N
B, (p) and assume without loss of generality that g = 0. This can be achieved by a left
translation. The horizontal line » € Ry is of the form r = {(Azg,0) € G : A € R} for
some zo € Z with |zg| = 1. We assume without loss of generality that (zg, 0) € int(C).
This can be achieved by a dilatation. We also agree that r is oriented in such a way
that (zo, 0) € r is positive.

There exists 0 < o < 1 such that B, (zp,0) C int(C). The number o does not
depend on our initial choice of p > 0 (possibly take a smaller p).

Step 2. Consider the sets E, F C G

E={(z,) € G:max{lz —z0l, It + Q(z, 20)|'*} < 0, (z,20) =1}, (2.10)

F=1{(z,0)€G:|z—(z 20020l <0*(z,20) <0?}. 2.11)

The set E is a certain “vertical” section of B, (zg, 0) and thus it is contained in int(C).
The set E is H-convex. The set F is a truncated, positive cone in Z x {0}. By (Q1)—
(Q3), we have |Q(z, z0)| = |Q(z — 20, z0)| <[z — zol and then F N {(z, z0) =1} C
E C int(C). The set F is also H-convex. Then, from the H-convexity of int(C) it
follows that F C int(C).

Step 3. Let A be the first H-convex envelope of E U F. Namely,

A= {(1 —M)p1+Aipr:p1 € E, pp e F, p1 and py horizontally aligned, 0 < A < 1}.
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Because E U F C int(C), from the H-convexity of int(C) it follows that A C int(C).
We claim there exists an « > 0 depending only on p such that CZ’ O,r,a,1) C A.
The claim will be proved, as soon as we show that given (¢, t) € CZ O, r,a, 1) there
are points p| = (z1, 1) € E, p2 = (z2,0) € F, and A € (0, 1) such that:

(a) the points p; and p; are horizontally aligned;
(®) Ap2+ (1 =2)p1=(, ).

Observe that p; and p, are horizontally aligned if and only if #; = Q(z2, z1). State-
ments (a) and (b) are thus equivalent to the system of equations Az + (1 —A)z1 =¢
and (1 — 1) Q(z2, z1) = t. Inserting the first equation into the second one, we find
the equation Q(z2, ¢) = t. By (Q3), this equation has a solution z, € Z for any given
¢ € Z,¢ #0. Conditions (a) and (b) are thus equivalent to the system of equations

A2+ (1 =)z =¢,
0(z2,¢) =T, (2.12)
0(z2,21) =1.

We solve system (2.12) with the restrictions p; € E and p; € F in the 3-dimensional
case first.

Step4. Let Z=C,T=R,and Q:C x C— R, Q(z,7') =Im(zZ). Let r € Ry
be the horizontal line identified by zg € C. We can assume that zo = 1 € C. This can
be achieved by a rotation in C. Let o > 0 be a real number such that

8(a® +a) <o’ (2.13)
Finally, let (¢, 7) € CZ‘(O, ryo, 1), 1e,withe =& +in,
In| <ot <a and |t —&n|'/? <at. (2.14)

We claim that for all { = & + in, T satisfying (2.14) we can find X € (0, 1), p; =
(z1,11) € E, and py = (z22,0) € F solutions to the system (2.12). The point p; =
(z1,11), 21 = x1 +iy1, belongs to the set E in (2.10) if and only if

xi=1,  |yl<o and |t+y|=<0o. (2.15)

The point p> = (z2,0), 22 = x2 + iy2, belongs to the “triangle” F in (2.11) if and
only if

Iyl < o2xy <02 (2.16)

The parameter A can be determined through the first equation in (2.12), i.e.,
A+ (1 —Mz1=¢. (2.17)
In particular, using the first scalar equation in the vector equation (2.17) we get

=178 (2.18)
1—X2
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With the restriction 0 < xp <& < 1, we have A € (0, 1). In particular, we fix x, in the
following way

m=%<1. (2.19)

We solve the second equation in (2.17) and the second equation in (2.12), Q(z2,¢) =
7,1in y; and y,. Using (2.18), we find:

]7
yi= é(n - ﬁf),

(2.20)
2 = ¢ (T +x2m).

We check condition (2.16). By the triangle inequality, (2.14), (2.19), and (2.13)

_lrxnl _ It —gnl+ InlE +x2)
& §

We check the second condition in (2.15). By the triangle inequality, (2.14), (2.19),

(2.13),and 0 < 0 < 1 we find

<3(a? +a)xy < oxs. (2.21)

[y2]

e 1-8 e )
|y1|—§'n e S re oy (O E )l
<4@’ +a)<o’<o. (2.22)

Finally, we check the condition on the right-hand side of (2.15). Notice that #; is
determined by the third equation in (2.12) along with (2.20). We find:

Elyi+ul=E&ly2+ A —x2)y1|l= (€ —x2) + 726 —x26 — 1|,

L)

and then by the triangle inequality, (2.14), (2.19), and (2.13)

1 2 2
|w+ﬂ|Sagjgﬂﬂﬁ—mf—ﬂh—ﬂﬂ+hm% — x26° — x2|)

< 8(042 +a) < o’

<o.
This estimates finishes the proof of Step 4.

Step 5. In this step, we reduce the general case to the case discussed in Step 4.
With the reduction made in Step 1, we show that there exists an @ > 0 such that

CH,r,a% 1/2) Cint(C), (2.23)

where o does not depend on the vertex 0, but it is uniform in a neighborhood of
0 € 9C. Given (¢,7) € G with ¢ # 0, by (Q3) there exists a {’ € Z such that
0(Z,¢") = . We can assume that t # 0, otherwise our claim is clear. Fix such a
¢’ depending on ¢ (it need not be unique). The linear span

G{,T = Span{(é‘r 0)5 (g/’ 0)7 (09 T)}
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is a 3-dimensional linear subspace of G that is also a subgroup of G isomorphic
to the Heisenberg group H' = C x R. We denote by s¢ € Ro the horizontal line
identified by ¢ € Z, ¢ # 0. By Lemma 2.2, there exists an 0 < g < 1/4 such that for
all 0 < o < a9 we have

dist(r, s;) < o?

= /0,203 1/2) CC}(0,r,0,1/2) CC; (0, 57,20, 1). (2.24)

If (¢,7) € CZ’(O,r,oﬁ, 1/2) then we have dist(r, s;) < 203 < /2. Moreover, by
Step 4, we have

Ge,: NCF(0,5¢,20, 1) C Gy r Nint(C), (2.25)

as soon as « is small enough, independently from (¢, ) € CZ“(O, r,a3,1/2). From
(2.24) and (2.25), we deduce that

Cr,ra1/2) = U Ge e NCF(O0,r,0°,1/2)
(£, 0)eCH(0,r,03,1/2)
C U G NC; (0, 57,20, 1)
({,T)GCL(O,r,oz3,l/2)
C int(C).

Step 6. We prove that (1.9) follows from (1.8). We assume that we have p =0

in the statement of Theorem 1.4. Let 1 : G — G be the mapping ((p) := p~! = —p.

Then we have the relations
WCF O, r,a,h) =Cr(0,r,a,h),

(2.26)
UCR(0,7,a,h) =C} (0,1, h).

Let r € Rg, o > 0 and assume that Czr(p, 7,(r), o, 1) € int(C) for all p € 9C N
B, (0) for some p > 0. Let 8 > 0 be such that 8 + /28 = «. For any p,q € 9C N
B,(0), by (2.26) it follows that

q¢Cl(p, (N, 1) < pl.qge¢C0,ra1)
— q ' pgCrOral).

Now, from (2.3) we deduce that g~ - p ¢ C; (0,r, B, 1). This is equivalent to p ¢
C; (g, 7t4(r), B, 1) and the claim follows. O

3 Horizontal Second-Order Regularity
In this section, we fix the factorization G = r - r for some r € Ry. On identifying r

and R, we have a natural total ordering on r, which is inherited by any 7,(r) € R,
with p € G.
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Let ¢ : W — r be a continuous function on some open set W C r+. The intrinsic
graph of ¢ is the subset of G

gr@)={q -9(q)€G:qe W} 3.1

The function ¢ is intrinsic Lipschitz continuous if there exists a constant L > 0 such
that for all p € gr(¢)

Cr(p,tp(r), 1/L, +00) Ngr(¢) = 4. (3.2
Analogously, the intrinsic epigraph of ¢ is the subset of G

epi(p)={p-qeG:peW, ger,(r), g >1,(d(p)}. (3.3)

Any curve y : [ — gr(¢), where I C R is an interval, has the factorization

y=«-¢(), 34

where k : I — W and x(s) = (£(s), 7(s)) with ¢(s) e Zand 7(s) € T forall s € I.

Definition 3.1 We say that a function ¢ : W — r is convex along the curve x : I —
W, I C R an interval, if the function ¢ o x : I — r = R is convex.

Theorem 3.2 Let C C G be a closed H-convex set, W C r+ be an open set with
0e W,and ¢ : W — r be such that epi(¢) N U = int(C) N U for some open set U.
For any ¢ € Z with (£,0) € W, there exists a curve y : I — gr(¢), for some interval
I =10, 8] with § > 0, such that:

(1) y is Lipschitz continuous in G;
(i) y =« - ¢(k) fora curve k : I — W such that ¢ is convex along ;
(i) k(s) = (s¢, t(s)), s € I, for some curve Tt : [ — T such that t(0) = 0.

Proof Without loss of generality, we assume that W = {p = (z,1) e rt : |z| <
4,|t| <4}, and ¢(0) = 0. This is possible by a dilatation and a left translation. By
Theorem 1.4, there exists a constant & > 0 such that for all p € gr(¢) N U

Cr(p,tp(r),a,+00) Ngr(p) =0. 3.5)

In particular, ¢ is continuous and bounded. We can assume that gr(¢) N U = gr(¢)
and |¢| <1on W.

Fix ¢ € Z such that || =1 and (¢,0) € W. We set § = 1 and we construct a
curve y : [0, 1] — gr(¢) such that y(0) = 0 and (i), (ii), and (iii) hold. The curve y
is obtained as the limit of a sequence of polygonal curves. Each polygonal curve is
made up by horizontal segments and is contained in the set C. By the H-convexity
of C, these curves enjoy a suitable convexity property which will be explained along
in the proof. This property passes to the limit, yielding the convexity of ¢ along the
component k of y.
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We need a preliminary remark. Let 4 € N. For some g = (29, fo) € W, with |zg] <
2 and |fg| < 2, we look for a point p = (z, 1) € W such that

(q-d@)~" - (p-d(p) =& /h+¢(p)— (), 0). (3.6)

By (3.6), the points g - ¢(¢) and p - ¢ (p) are horizontally aligned. This is equivalent
to solving the system

z2—20=¢/h,
{r—ro= 0 (¢ (2, 1) + ¢ (20, 10), 7 — 20). 3.7

Plugging the first equation into the second one, we get the equation for ¢

1
t=to+ Q1)+ o, 10),§) = ), (3-8)

where @ : {t € T : |t| <4} — T is the mapping defined in the right-hand side of (3.8).
By (1.1),|¢]|=1,and |¢| < 1, we have |®(t) —t9| <2/h. Then ® is continuous from
the closed ball B C T centered at #y with radius 2/ 4 into itself, and therefore it has
at least one fixed point ¢ € B, i.e., there is a solution t € B to (3.8). Notice that (3.8)
is essentially one-dimensional. Then p = (z, t) is a solution to the system (3.7).

For any h € N, we define by induction points pg, py, ..., pn € W. Each of these
points depends on h. We let pp = 0 and assume that po, p1,..., pj—1 € W satisfy
pi = (zi, t;) with |z;| <i/hand |t;| <2i/h fori =0,1,..., j — 1. Denote by Ph ¢
W the set of the points p = (z, ) € W that are solutions to the system (3.7) with data
(z0,%0) = pj—1 and such that |z — z;_1| < 1/h and |t — t;_1| < 2/h. The previous
argument proves that P}’ # ). Choose one p; € P;’. This choice is not unique, in
general.

Let us define the curve yh : 1 — G, I =10, 1], in the following way. Let I]}.’ =

[(j—1)/h,j/h],j=1,...,h.ThenwehaveI=I{’U---UI£’.Forselj.’ we let

. _—
Y (s) =h{ (% —S) (pj—1-d(pj—D)) + (S - JT)(pj ‘¢(Pj))}- (3.9

The sequence of curves (y");en has the following properties:

(@) y"=(¢" ") forcurves ¢" : I — Z and " : I — T such that
; o
() =st +h{ (i - s)qs(p,-_n + (s ~ ]T>¢(pj)}, selly (3.10)

(b) yh = n}(yh) -nr(yh) for curves n}(yh) : 1 — Wand nr(yh) : I — r such that
s 1, (y"(s)) € r is convex;

(c) the sequence (yMnen is equi-Lipschitz continuous and equi-bounded in G en-
dowed with the quasi-distance induced by the norm (1.4).

Formula (3.10) follows from (3.9) and from the recursive definition of p;. In partic-
ular, we have

. L
7 (v (s)) =h{<% —s)qs(p,-_l) + (s - ’T)qs(p,-)}, sell. (.11
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Let g; = p; - ¢(pj). As the points g;_1, g; € dC are horizontally aligned, the seg-
ment joining them is contained in some horizontal line and thus it is contained in C,
by the H-convexity of C. From the H-convexity of C, it also follows that

(g7 gj-1.87 g1y =0, j=1,.. h—1 (3.12)

The curve ¢" in (3.10) is thus a convex polygonal contained in a 2-dimensional plane
(the plane spanned by ¢ and r). This proves that 7, (") is convex.

In order to prove (c), we show that there exists a constant L > 0 independent of
h € Nsuch that forall s,0 € 1

ly" (@)~ -y () < LIs —ol. (3.13)

It then follows that the sequence is also equi-bounded, because y”(0) = 0 for all
heN.Inthecase s = j/hand o = (j — 1)/ h, we have by (3.6)

Y o)y ) = (i1 e jm) T (py -9 ()
=/h+¢(p)—d(pj-1),0)
=(¢/h, Q@) —P(pj-1). 5/ M) - (¢(pj) — P(pj-1),0).

(3.14)
From the second line of (3.14), it follows that
" @)y O < 1/h+1¢(p)) = d(pj-1)l. (3.15)
On the other hand, by (3.5) we have
y"(@) ™t y"(s) ¢ CL(O, 1, @, +00). (3.16)

By the third line of (3.14), (3.16) is equivalent to

alp(pj) —d(pj—0)| <max{|¢/hl, QP (p;) — P (pj—1), ¢ /W)  (3.17)

If the maximum on the right-hand side of (3.17) is |{/h|, we get (3.13) with L =
1+ 1/« and |s — o | = 1/h. If this is not the case, then by (1.1) we have

1
ho?

lop(pj) —d(pj—DI* < $|Q(¢(Pj) —¢(pj-1),¢/M)| = lp(pj) —P(pj-1l,
and we get (3.13) with L =1+ 1/a?. If s € I" then y"(s) is a linear convex combi-
nation of the points p;_1-¢(p;—1) and p; -¢(p;). Thus, the same argument as above
proves that (3.13) holds whenever s, o € [ Jh Finally, by the triangle inequality, (3.13)
holds for s, o € [0, 1]. Concerning the triangle inequality, we need the following ob-
servation. If G is a finite-dimensional vector space, then there is a constant ¢ > 1 such
that for all p,q € G we have ¢~ !¢~ - p|l <d(p.q) <cllg" - p|l, where d stands
for the Carnot—Carathéodory distance of G, which satisfies the triangle inequality.
The curves y” lie in a finite-dimensional subgroup of G and thus the quasi-metric
induced by the norm || - || is equivalent to a metric, in this subgroup.
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By the Ascoli—Arzela theorem, the sequence (yh)heN has a subsequence, which
is still denoted by (yh)hEN, which converges uniformly to a curve y : I — C. The
curve y is Lipschitz continuous in G and, in fact, we have y (I) C gr(¢), because
yh(j/h) € gr(¢) for all 0 < j < h. Then we have y =k - ¢ (k) for some curve « :
I — W. From the (pointwise and in fact uniform) convergence 7, (y") — m,(y) =
¢ (k) and from (b), we deduce that s — ¢ (k(s)) is convex. O

The proof of Theorem 1.5 follows from Theorem 3.2 and from the following
proposition.

Proposition 3.3 Let ¢ : W — r be continuous and let y : I — gr(¢) be a Lipschitz
continuous curve in G with the factorization y =k - ¢ (k). Then k = ({,7): [ - W
is a Lipschitz continuous curve w.r.t. | - | that solves the differential equation

#(s) + Q(£(5), £(5) +2¢(k(5))) =0 (3.18)

fora.e.s € 1. Here, ¢ (k) is thought of as an element of Z.

Proof By (1.4), the Lipschitz condition (1.11) is equivalent to the inequalities

1£(5) — £(0) + k() — p(k (o)) < LIs — ol (3.19)
[7(s) — T(0) + Q(¢(s) — £(0), £(0) + Pk (5)) + Pk (@I))]'/? < Lis — a]. (3.20)

In order to get the expressions on the left-hand side of (3.19) and (3.20), we used
the group law (1.2) three times and the properties (Q1) and (Q2) several times, along
with (3.4). The inequality (3.19) implies that the curves ¢ and ¢ o« are both Lipschitz
continuous in the standard sense, because the vectors ¢(s) — ¢(o) and ¢ (k(s)) —
¢ (k (o)) are orthogonal. The line (3.20) implies that t is Lipschitz continuous as well.
Moreover, on dividing by |s — o|!/? and letting ¢ — s for s € I a differentiability
point of ¢, we get (3.18). O

Proof of Theorem 1.5 Letr € Ry be of the form r = {(Azp, 0) € G : A € R} for some
20 € Z with |z9| = 1. The Heisenberg subgroup H is then of the form

H = Span{(ZOs O)’ (;07 0)9 (01 t)}

for some ¢y € Z and ¢ € T such that Q(zo, ¢o) =t # 0. Moreover, we can assume that
(20, ¢o) = 0. By Theorem 1.4 there are W C rL,UcCGa neighborhood of 0 € G,
and ¢ : W — r intrinsic Lipschitz continuous such that dC NU = gr(¢) NU. Without
loss of generality, we can also assume that int(C) N U = epi(¢) N U and that C is
relatively closed in U.

Let y : I — gr(¢), I =10, 5], be the curve provided by Theorem 3.2. This curve
is Lipschitz continuous in G and y = « - ¢ (k) with «(s) = (s¢o, T(s)) for some 7 :
I — T. By Proposition 3.3, the curve t is Lipschitz continuous and

T(s) =20(@(k(5)), %0). (3.21)
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where ¢ (« (s)) is thought of as an element of Z. As 7(0) =0, it follows that 7(s) is a
multiple of Q(zo, {o) and thus y (s) € H for all s € I. By Theorem 3.2, s = ¢ (k (s))
is convex and thus twice differentiable a.e. on /. Equation (3.21) implies then that t
is of class C!'! with second derivative differentiable almost everywhere. U

4 Examples

In this section we discuss various examples of H-convex sets in the Heisenberg group
H' = C x R =R3. We use the coordinates z =x + iy € C and 7 € R. The bilinear
form Q:Cx C— Ris Q(z,¢) =Im(z¢).

4.1 Convex Cone

Let r € Ry be the x-axis, which is identified with R via x = (x,0) € C x R. We
use the standard inner product of R3. Then r= is the yz-plane. Consider the function
¢ : r+ — r defined by ¢ (v, 1) = /[f]. The intrinsic graph of ¢ is the subset of C x R

gr(@) = {(VItl +iv.t +yV/1t]) eCx R:y, 1 € R},
and the closed intrinsic epigraph of ¢ is
C:{(x+iy,t+xy)e(CxR:x,y,teR,xz\/M}. 4.1

The set C is a cone in the sense that §;, (C) = C for all A > 0.
Proposition 4.1 The set C in (4.1) is H-convex.

Before proving this proposition, let us observe that 0 € dC is non-characteristic.
Then, by Theorem 1.5, there is a nonconstant Lipschitz curve passing through 0 and
contained in dC. This curve is of the form y(s) =« (s) - ¢p(x(s)), s € I C R, where
k1 —rt=RZ%is«k(s) = (s, 7(s)) for some function t : I — R such that 7(0) = 0.
The function T can be determined by the necessary condition (3.21) (with { =i and
@ (k(s)) = |T(s)|'/?). In particular, we get the Cauchy problem

t(s) = —2|t(s)|"/*  with 7(0) =0, 4.2)

for which the solution is not unique. The function ¢ is convex along any curve s >
k(s) = (s, t(s)), s € R, with t solving (4.2).

Proof of Proposition 4.1 1t is sufficient to prove that if pg, p; € 0C = gr(¢) are
horizontally aligned then (1 — A)pg + Ap; € C for all 0 < A < 1. The points pg =
(x0 +iyo, to) and p; = (x| + iy1, t1) belong to gr(¢) if and only if

xg=lto — xoyol and x7=|rn —xiyil, withxp,x; >0. 4.3)
The points are horizontally aligned if and only if

f — 1) = yox| — X0y1- 4.4
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With the notation x; = (1 — X)xg + Axy, yp = (1 —X)yo+ Ay, and ), = (1 — A)tp +
A1, we have to show that forall 0 <A <1

% = = xnl- 4.5)
By a short computation, we preliminarily notice that

t — X3y = (1 = A)*(t0 — x0y0) + A*(t1 — x1y1)
+A(1 = A) (o + 11 — x0y1 — X1Y0). (4.6)

We distinguish two cases.

Case I: (to — x0y0)(t1 —x1y1) = 0. In particular, we can assume that #o — xgyg > 0
and #{ —x1y; > 0. This is without loss of generality, because the map (z, t) — (z, —t)
preserves H-convexity and maps both C and dC onto itself. Then we have

xé =19 —xoyo and xlz =1 —X1y1. “@.7

From (4.7) and (4.4), we deduce that xo + yp = x1 + y;. Using this piece of informa-
tion along with (4.7), we finally get 7o + t; — xoy1 — x1Y0 = 2x0x1. The right-hand
side of (4.6) is then a square and we have equality in (4.5) for all 0 < A < 1. In other
words, (1 —X)po+ Ap; € dC forall 0 <X < 1.

Case 2: (ty — xo0yo)(t1 — x1y1) < 0. As above, we can without loss of generality
assume that

xé =19 —xoyo and x12 =x1y1 — 1. 4.8)

From (4.8) and (4.4), we get xg + xf = (xo + x1)(y1 — y0), and then using this infor-
mation we find

fo + 11 — Xoy1 — x1y0 = 2x0(x0 + Yo — y1)- 4.9)
Moreover, the identity after (4.8) and xox; > 0 imply
lxo + yo — y1| < x1. (4.10)
By the triangle inequality, (4.6), (4.8), (4.9), and (4.10)
It — 330 < (1 = 2)2|to — xoy0| + A2t — x1y1]
+20(1 — A)xolxo + yo — yil
< (1= 2)%x¢ + 227 4221 = Vxox,

where the last inequality is strict if 0 < A < 1. This proves (4.5), and we have (1 —
M) po + Apy €int(C) for 0 < A < 1. O

4.2 Cone

Let r € Ry be the x-axis in H! = C x R and let C C H! be the H-convex set defined
in (4.1). Then the positive cone with vertex 0, axis r, aperture o = 1, and height
h=+40c01is

C/0,r1,400)=CN{(x+iy,1)eCxR:|yl <x}.
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The set CZ’ (0, r,1,400) is H-convex because it is the intersection of C with a convex
set in the standard sense.

4.3 Thin Cusp

In this subsection, we study the thin cusp in (1.10). We preliminarily state without
proof the following proposition. The proof is an easy computation.

Proposition 4.2 Let f : R — [0, +00) be a function such that

(L= 2202+ 22 F () + 201 = My FOXF (02 = (x 1)
< f((1 =Mt + Ar1)? 4.11)
forall » € [0, 1] and for all t, T € R such that
T =1l < fOf (D). (4.12)

Then the set {(z,t) e Cx R : |z| < f(t)} is H-convex.

Now we prove that for any « > 0 there is a constant 8 > 0 such that the set
C={(neCxR:z| <t* <B}

is H-convex. In the case o € (0, 1], the claim holds even with 8 = 400, because the
resulting set is convex in the ordinary sense. For & > 1, we can, for example, choose

ARt

This choice is not optimal.
Let 0 <t < T < B be such that (t7)?* > (r —1)%. By (4.11) with f(r) = * and
s = (1 — A)t + At, we have to show that for all s € [z, 7]

1
(t —1)?

+2(s —)(t — )V ()2 — (v — ,)2} >0

B(s) = 529 — l(r — )22 4 (s —1)2r 2

Because ®(z) = ®(r) =0, it is sufficient to show that ®”(s) < 0 for s € [¢, T], where
D" (s) = 2002 — 1)s2*72

[P 4 22 2@ = @ =12,

The inequality ®”(s) <0 for s € [¢, 7] is implied by ®”(7) <0, i.e.,

aQa— DT 2t — 1)+ 2V (t)22 — (1 — )2 < 12* + 7%, (4.14)

C(r—1)?
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By the elementary inequality (a + b)? < 2(a® 4 b?), (4.14) is implied by the stronger
inequality

207 Qo — D2 %@ =)t +4(@)* — (r = 1)?) < (1 + 1),

that is, 2022 — 1214 (r — )* < (12* — t2%)2 4 4(x — 1)2. This inequality is
satisfied for 0 < < v < 8, with 8 as in (4.13).
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