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Man’'s
BEST FRIEND?

Swiss company ANYbotics is leading the way in

industrial robot applications. Milestone spoke with its
CEO to discuss the future of the industry.

DR. PETER FANKHAUSER
CCEO @ ANYbotics

ith uses in everything from edu-
cation to warfare, robotics is an
industry with few apparent lim-
its. Once the stuff of science fic-
tion, the sector isnow populated
with several innovative companies, while robotics
such as drones have already become common-
place in everydaylife. As a result, the global robot-
ics market is flying, up from a value of $63.9 billion
in 2018, to $104 billion in 2020. In the near future
it is forecast to grow even further — to $210 billion
by 2026.

Among the companies surfing this wave is Swiss
developer ANYbotics. Its flagship product, the
waterproof, hazardproof, and dog-like ANYmal is
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already being used in various industrial locations.
Standing 80 cm tall and weighing in at 50 kg, the
quadrupedal robot has a 360° field of vision and
uses artificial intelligence (AI) to carry out what-
ever job it’s programmed to do. It can walk, run,
navigate stairs, cross uneven terrain, and pickitself
up when it falls over. Because of this, the unique
robot is the star of several YouTube videos.

ANYbotics was founded in 2016 as a spin-off
from public technology university ETH Zurich.
While still a university project, the team started
experimenting with designs for walking robots in
a bid to break the mould of tracked or wheeled
robots, which struggle with stairs and other obsta-
cles.
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Instead of telling a

robot how 1o walk,

we let the machine
learn itself
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The team’s research and development initial-
ly had no specific application in mind, howev-
er, the young engineers were being repeatedly
approached by industrial entities eager to learn
about their work. As a result, ANYbotics took
its design to market. Headed by CEO Péter
Fankhauser, who studied for his PhD at ETH Zu-
rich, ANYbotics quickly expanded and recorded
its first sales in 2017.

“There was clearly a huge market demand,”
Péter says. “So, it seemed the logical thing to do.”

Rather than being pioneers at the forefront of
robotics R&D, ANYbotics has positioned itself
to focus on practical application. This perhaps
makes it more market and end-user oriented
than many other robotics companies.

“Many other companies come from the point
of view of building a cool robot and then letting
people figure out what to do with it. That is not
our way,” Péter explains. “Our customers come
to us looking for a solution to a problem, and we
work with them to solve that problem through our
product, which is a highly mobile and adaptable
robot platform, along with associated software.”

ANYmal

ANYbotics does not therefore exist to focus
solely on breakthroughs in robotics technology.
That work is still largely achieved in universities.
Instead, its aim is to adapt the technology to the
needs of its customers.

“As roboticists, we are at the consumer end
of many technologies,” says the CEO. “We are
not developing new algorithms for the sake of
novelty — we are applying them to real-world ap-
plications.”

This is not to say, of course, that innovation is
not important. In fact, the advances made during
the development of ANYmal across six models
since 2009 have been revolutionary. How AN-
Ymal learns to move is a standout example of
this. Standard practice is for an engineer to pro-
gramme a robot with information, which tells it
how to move in a variety of situations. Yet ANY-
botics is seeing beyond this convention.

“Instead of telling robots how to walk,” Péter
says, “we let the robot learn itself. We're using
deep reinforcement learning to let the robots
practice movements many hundreds of thou-
sands of times, like a child, to understand the
best motion to accomplish a task.”

This perspective enables ANYbotics to blow
traditional approaches out of the water and to
make massive leaps in performance. As a result,
ANYmalis a market leader among what are =»
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Time for walkies

known as “dogbots,” a fast and robust product
with projections for thousands of sales per year
within the next few years.

Naturally, this expected growth in business
will entail expansion. As this growth begins,
Péter’s company will require a larger deploy-
ment team. Rather than simply selling robots,
each ANYmal is tailored to the needs of each
customer. This is because the initial stage of an
ANYmal’s deployment involves an ANYbotics
technician working with the customer to in-
tegrate the robot into their site or facility. The
dogbot will only be left to operate unguided
once it’s fully established. Alongside this, Péter
is keen to develop the commercial side of the
business. Sales, marketing, and customer after-
care are all being ramped up as well.

The company is therefore in the midst of are-
cruitment drive. Currently employing about 75
people, making it one of the largest European
robotics companies, Peter expects an increase
to over 100 employees in the coming months.
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It’s a super exciting
time — robolics is now
reality
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The construction of robots requires very
specific components including motors and
gears. For its first few years of operation, AN-
Ybotics made most of these in-house. Howev-
er, to streamline and focus on robot solutions,
recently the team has been able to externalise
much of this manufacturing. In particular,
Péter identifies Maxon, the Swiss actuator
manufacturer associated with high-precision
drives in NASA’s Mars rovers, as a key partner
in this regard.

These kinds of partnerships allow ANYbot-
icstoremain at the forefront of what looks like-
ly to be a seismic shift in how much work is left
torobots.

“We are seeing an alteration in mindset re-
garding work,” he says. “People are beginning
torealise how effective a tool robotics canbe in
so many settings. I think in a few years, we will
look back and wonder how we worked for so
long without robots. They will become an inte-
gral part of our working lives.”

Sci-fi fears

Despite this optimism, ANYbotics’ CEO is
very aware of a certain fear among the public,
largely thanks to movies such as “I Robot” or
“Terminator 2: Judgement Day,” which have
pushed the idea that the development of ro-
bot technology, and especially Al carries huge
risk. Péter puts this into perspective: “Much of
this is based on the film industry’s story-telling
to evoke emotions. The idea that a robot may
one day decide to do something it is not pro-
grammed to do. We donot see this as a realistic
risk atall.”

Yet ANYbotics also works hard to mitigate
these fears. Behind-the-scenes videos can be
found on their website, while interested mem-
bers of the public are invited to visit their labs.

Péter says: “We understand this fear, so we
make it a priority to communicate about this,
tobe open, to help to take this fear away.”

Most importantly, ANYbotics uses its con-
nections, supply chain partners, and collective
imagination to stay right on top of industry
trends. This gives the company an extremely
forward-looking attitude, an essential require-
ment in all engineering, but especially robotics.

“I’s a super exciting time because ro-
botics is now a reality. But we don’t want to
just make what is available now,” Péter con-
cludes. “We want to make what will be avail-
able in three years. That is how we stay at the
cutting edge.” @

Perfectly tuned to Mars

This high-end drive will handle the soil samples in the Mars rover, and was developed

in close collaboration with the customer. It is based on our standard industrial products:

aflat, brushless DC motor and a planetary gearhead with a diameter of 22 mm.
We don’t give up until we make the seemingly perfect even better.
Explore our universe now: mars.maxonworld.com
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