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One of the world's most qualified observers on the diffusion and use of robotics in industry is undoubtedly the 
International Robotics Federation (Ifr) which, founded in 1987, promotes research, development, use and 
international cooperation throughout the field of action. 
 
Alessandro Santamaria, CEO of Roboteco-Italargon, is one of the members of the Federation's executive and 
agreed to explain to siderweb how the situation is evolving in the our country and in the world. 
 

In 2019 it is estimated that there were just under three million industrial robots installed in the world, does 
it have data available to update the situation to 2020? 
IFR (International Federation of Robotics) releases a first estimate on the year before May of the following year 
and publishes final data on World Robotics in September. So we are still far from having official data. 
What I feel like saying is that definitely 2020 has closed globally with a less mark than in 2019. This will result in a 
downturn in the 5-year CAGR (average annual rate of growth) which at the end of 2019 was 11%.  

Also in 2019 there were 373 thousand new robots installed, down from the previous year. What, in your 
opinion, has this downturn been determined from? Just the Covid's fault?  
The 373 thousand robots installed represent 12% less than the 422 thousand installed in 2018. Instead, the drop in 
value is 17%, settling on about $13.8 billion. These figures reflect a 6% decline in the average value of each robot, 
which does not necessarily mean a drop in sales prices but rather a shift in the market on smaller sizes of robots, 
for example, from applications in heavy industry to those in pharmaceuticals. And here the Covid effect may 
have been, by absurd, positive. Net of Covid, however, let's not forget that from 2008 (last year “horribilis”) until 
2018 the world market for robots grew 7 times, with only one small braking in 2012. I therefore consider the pause 
for reflection in 2019 and 2020 almost physiological, even in light of the continuous prolongation of the average 
life of modern robots. 

At the moment it seems that the gap between Asia and the rest of the world, in relation to the presence of 
innovative technologies, is huge. What does it depend on? 
The cause in my view is mainly cultural. I've been going to Japan for 30 years for work reasons. My Asian 
interlocutors do not cease to hear that the debate is still alive in Europe about job-killer robots or robots, health 
and welfare. For the Orientals the robot has always been a friend of man, he disgraces him of the labors of work, 
helps him in domestic work, assists him and even makes him company in infirmity. It therefore never found 
cultural barriers to its spread. The debate, even tightened in some Asian countries, is centered on ethical issues 
related to robotics and artificial intelligence.  

A gap that will be possible at least reduce, in your opinion? 
The market gap is really important. The first three Asian countries (China, Japan and South Korea) have an 
installed base of almost 1.5 million industrial robots and installed 218 thousand in 2019 alone. It is 4 times and 5 



times respectively the values of the first three NAFTA markets (USA, Mexico and Canada) and EMEA (Germany, 
Italy and France) which each count on about 350 thousand installed robots of which about 40 thousand in 2019 
alone. 
The combined effect of the pandemic and commercial storm on intercontinental shipping will have the effect of 
bringing many industrial production back to countries or continents where the question (the so- called 
“reshoring”). In this way, the distances between East and West can be partly bridged, but there will certainly be 
no way to reverse the positions. 

How do you rate the sixth position occupied by Italy in the world rankings for the presence of industrial 
robots? 
I'd call it nothing short of exciting. And not only for the simple ranking achieved worldwide, after having been 7th 
in 2018 and 8th in 2017, but above all for the performance achieved in comparison to the countries that are ahead 
of us in the rankings . Of the top six countries Italy is the only country that has increased volumes, from 9,800 
robots in 2018 to 11,100 in 2019 (an increase of 13%), while China (by far the world's first market) in the same period 
fell by 9%, Japan by 10%, the USA by 18%, South Korea by 26% and Germany by 23%.  

 
 

 

How do you explain such an egregious phenomenon, in contrast to the macroeconomic data of our country? 
My answer is simple: the impetuous growth of the so-called “System Integrators”, the Italian mechatronic SMEs, 
each heavily specialized in the most diverse vertical sectors, which are fast gaining shares and reputation on 
foreign markets. These companies buy the robot in Italy and integrate it into their cells, systems or industrial 
automation lines that they then install all over the world. Let us not forget that instrumental mechanics are by 
far the first voice of Italian export, with about 20% of the total. I add a quick comparison analysis of Italy with the 
main European countries to underline our country's strong mechatronic vocation and its potential for years to 
come. If we analyze the robot installations in 2019 net of the automotive sector, we find that the distance 
between Germany and Italy is really minimal (10,247 versus 9,831) and that the scissors between us and the 
countries that Our General Industry market is 3 times that of France, 5 times Spain, 6 times Poland and almost 8 
times the UK market. The future in this sense can only look rosy as it is not a specific niche subject to the 
uncertainties of the pandemic, but it is a consolidated primacy by Italy in the most varied sectors Applications: 
from decor to food, from pharmaceuticals to heavy mechanics and so on. 

You recently said that the pandemic of Covid-19 did not create new trends, but simply accelerated the 
process of developing those that are fundamental in the change of industry in the long term: does it help 
us understand better? 
Already before the pandemic, the four mega-trends taking place in world industry were: shortages of specialized 
labor and not, a generalized uncertainty of markets, mass consumption that become increasingly individual, the 
digitization of production and decision-making processes. 
Obviously, the pandemic has greatly affected our everyday lives but has not been the driver of these trends, but 
has ridden them by being able to rely on more and more simple technologies to manage. 

Based on your experience, what will be the next applications of the most innovative technologies?  
To limit ourselves to manufacturing areas alone, I quote a recent IFR publication which identifies food and 
beverage, textiles, wood and plastics as the four highest sectors growth potential in the coming years. The 
metalworking sector will always be the protagonist of the automation of production processes but, being among 
those started earlier, today discounts a saturation effect compared to the sectors mentioned above. Even in 



mechanics, more innovative technologies are being experimented with, from vision to smart gripping organs, 
from “cloud” robotics to collaborative, from 3D printing to AmRs (Autonomous Mobile Robots).  

How will the increasing use of Artificial Intelligence by companies affect their operations? 
Our companies already benefit greatly from AI today. We start from the research and management of the 
customer and its after-sales services, and then move on to connecting the machinery in the cloud to increase the 
efficiency of the production processes and the quality of the final product (energy saving and remote 
maintenance for example). Let us not forget that to date the European data economy regulatory framework is 
not yet consolidated. Great efforts are being made to normalise privacy and security aspects without over-
throwing an industry that could see Europe as world excellence. 

Do you explain the activity of Roboteco Italargon?  
We are a company founded in 1988 by a rib of Gruppo Salteco (formerly Castolin Italiana). Welding has always 
been the only family craft. We have transferred this focus to Roboteco without ever being tempted by the many 
other application areas of robotics. 
We have thus become specialists and leaders in a so-called “mature” sector, but which still represents the 
second industrial application of robotics in the world and in Italy. A few numbers in short: 3,500 robots installed in 
Italy and around the world, over 1,000 customers active in both General Industry and Automotive, 60 employees 
mostly mechatronic technicians distributed over 4 locations (Genoa, Bergamo, Milan and Bilbao).  

For 30 years we have been exclusive distributors for Italy and, more recently, for Spain of the Japanese 
multinational company PANASONIC, which guarantees us the best technologies for both arc welding and for 
that laser. As a System Integrator, we have the delicate task of applying research, understanding customer needs, 
choosing the most suitable welding process and designing the line or cell according to these requirements. 
Never is one plant the same as the next and this dictates a very flexible organisation to ensure the highest quality 
expected in the shortest possible time.  

Who are your contacts in the steel industry?  
We have some very interesting application in the maintenance departments of primary Italian manufacturers. 
The success of these applications resulted largely from having relieved man from extremely strenuous and 
insalubrious activities. 
Instead, widening the horizon to the steel distribution chain, we have installed welding robots at some service 
centers, which provide users with plates or pipes already machined in cutting, folding and welding.  

Clearly, however, 98% of our market is represented by manufacturers or operators of metal products. In General 
Industry we are very present in welding stainless steels (high-end furnishings and catering equipment), while in 
automotive with the advent of electric traction applications on light alloy manufactured products are rapidly 
growing. The welding of high-resistential steels and galvanized plates is increasingly required in automotive. 

What margins are there for an increase in your penetration into the sector?  
In all these years of activity we have gained more and more spaces in a market dominated by the subsidiaries of 
the big world producers and today our market share in Italy fluctuates around at 30%. In Italy we still remained 
among the very few realities that import the robot from the manufacturer and integrate it directly for the end 
user. In addition, Panasonic with its proprietary technologies called TAWERS (for arc welding) and LAPRISS (for 
laser welding) is the only worldwide manufacturer of robots designed solely for the welding. The customer is very 
appreciating having us as the only interlocutor, always present, both for automation and process problems. If we 
are good at spreading this concept of “ONE Responsibility” and being recognized for this uniqueness of ours, the 
future for us will certainly be even brighter. 
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