"=} With Felix Plitzko

(CEO and Co-Founder, AISLER)

By C. J. Abate (Elektor)

Electronics manufacturing is rarely easy, especially
when you are contending with global a crisis like
COVID-19 and world-wide material shortages.
Fortunately, the manufacturing process can be
simplified with the right tools and services.

Felix Plitzko talks about AISLER’s mission to

make hardware prototyping, assembly, and series

manufacturing “less hard.”

Abate: The electronics industry has
changed quite a bit since we last spoke
in 2018.[1] The COVID-19 crisis and a
global chip shortage are just two of the
major challenges facing our industry.
How is AISLER doing these days?

Plitzko: We are doing great. Initially,
COVID-19 became apparent in Febru-
ary 2020. Since all fabs abroad had been
closed longer than expected, we were liter-

ally flooded with orders. We quadrupled
our numbers. This is where our platform
really shined (Figure 1). Since everything
from taking on the order to manufac-
turing the order on the shop floor of our
partners has been automated, we were
able to scale up easily. By automating the
right things and partnering with the right
local manufacturing companies, we can
provide infinite demand on time and on
budget. This year most of the customers
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that came from abroad fabs later stayed
with us — something that never happened
in previous years.

Chip shortages, on the other hand, affected
all our customers. However, since we
directly hook into every distributor’s
inventory and can provide a live overview
of the global supply, customers adapted
to it by either providing us with leftovers
from their inventories or by adjusting
their designs accordingly. The beauty of
automation really is that we don't need to
have the customer purchase large quanti-
ties in advance but really source every-
thing at the moment the customer places
the order because we know it is available
at that moment.

Abate: What has been your approach to
maintaining AISLER’s business since
the COVID-19 crisis began in early 20207

Plitzko: When it became apparent that
we had to move into social distancing, we
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changed into remote work in a snap: we
literally picked up all the PC hardware in
our office and drove it to every employ-
ee’s place. However, we had to make
some adjustments on how we organize
our business and software development
pipeline to ensure they can be done from
anywhere. The crisis therefore has helped
us professionalize our processes. Interest-
ingly, customers that had come from abroad
due to fab closures in February, stayed
on-board later. That helped us multiply our
impact to drive down costs and improve our
service. We still believe that local manufac-
turing should always be faster, have better
service and still be more affordable than
anything that is shipped from overseas. The
time in our home offices has really helped
us focus on that. Today, [ can say, we serve
over 40,000 engineers worldwide and our
customer satisfaction has never been better.
So, I guess what we have started when the
crisis began starts to pay off.

Abate: Tell us about your current team.
How many full-time employees? Where
are you based?

Plitzko: We now have 13 epic employ-
ees and growing. Lemiers, a village on
the direct adjacent Dutch side of Aachen,
is still our headquarters. We also run two
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distribution and sales locations. One in
Aachen, which focuses on Europe, and
one in Houston, Texas, which focusses on
the US market.

Abate: When I interviewed you in 2018,
you said AISLER’s goal was to make
prototyping “as fun and as effortless as
possible” for your customers. Is that true
today? Has your mission changed?

Plitzko: We still strive to make prototyp-
ing as fun and as effortless as possible, but
we have broadened our mission to include
assembly and series manufacturing: Make
Hardware Less Hard. An engineer should
focus on the electronics project’s innova-
tion, not on the manufacturing. We are
hence investing in building tools for our
customers that allow them to improve their
design as soon as possible.

For example, we want to nudge our custom-
ers to create simpler designs since it will
save them many costs in the manufacturing
process later. We created a classification
engine that analyses a design according
to its complexity. We then communicate
to the customer whether it is simple or
complex. Customers have started optimiz-
ing to get their designs into a simple rating.
Simplifying your design before manufac-
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Figure 1: AISLER’s board viewer provides a clear of view of your physical
board. You can inspect details by zooming in and moving the PCB.
Measuring distances between traces and pads is easy, and inspecting

milling paths is simple.
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turing allows you to save costs later because
manufacturing gets simpler at scale since
certain expensive pitfalls can usually easily
be avoided. We want to tell our customers as
early as possible in the process, so that they
don't wake up having to pay for something
that may not have been necessary. Sounds
counter-intuitive at first, because we could
make so much more money by nudging
them into the exact other direction, but we
believe for projects to thrive they should be
as simple as possible.

Abate: You also mentioned in 2018 that
you had delivered prototypes to more
than 100 countries. And you noted that
one-third of your customers were based
in the United States. What about today?

Plitzko: Proximity matters. There are more
reasons to this than ever before. Keeping
the carbon footprint low for the whole
process, from production to logistics is
super-important to us. Proximity is also a
direct benefit for our customers as it keeps
logistics complexity low. There is just so
much which could and will go wrong if you
ship your goods around the globe compared
to the three-hour drive to our next partner
fab. All of this leads to strong over-per-
forming growth wherever we are local.
Because of this, we are planning to extend
our service to even more countries in the
EU and to also improve our US operations.

Abate: Let’s turn to your website,
www.aisler.net. A few engineers on
Elektor’s Lab team tried it out and were
impressed. Their feedback was positive:
Gerbers from KiCad worked well without
any problems, the “Blitz" service was fast
and simple, and your pricing is afford-
able. Who are you targeting with your
service? Professional engineers? Makers?
Is there a “typical” AISLER customer?

Plitzko: First of all, we'd like to say thank
you to your engineers, we are proud to
receive this overwhelming feedback. We are
happy that our service is used across many
industries, from private people (Figure 2)
to public organizations to large companies.
Making electronic production available and
affordable to everyone also means that it
should not matter if it is a business or a
private person. Other players in our indus-
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Assembling 10 new MicroMotor PCBs. Nice panels of 4
by @AislerHQ. The frame makes handling a lot easier
with pads close to the edge! #eurobot
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Look at this bling from @AislerHQ. Very nice!
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Figure 2: AISLER actively uses Twitter to collect customer feedback

try often limit their offering to businesses
which is, bluntly said, a discrimination in
our perspective. It prevents innovation in
the early phases which often happens in
the Makerspace around the corner.

From a marketing perspective, we'd be
happy to have a “typical” AISLER customer,
but there is none. If you ask us how to
describe our customers best, take this: “Our
customers are the pioneers that develop the
electronic products of tomorrow.”

Abate: Where are customers’ boards
manufactured?

Plitzko: As described earlier, we always try
to have the partner fabs as close to you as
possible. As we focus on EU- and US-based
customers, most of our PCBs are currently
manufactured either in Germany, the Czech
Republic or the United States. Our ambition
is to extend this to other countries and
regions, too.

Abate: Tell us a bit about PCB design and
manufacturing in the current environ-
ment. Is it possible to design PCBs in an
eco-friendly way?

Plitzko: The environmental footprint of
a PCB can be split into two major parts,
production and logistics. In case of
small-quantity quick-turnaround the logis-
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tics part is the real pain point here. If you
are in the US and order PCBs from Europe
or the Far East, you are in big environmen-
tal trouble. Compared to other off-the-shelf
goods which will take the eco-friendly sea
freight way, your custom-made PCBs will go
the air way. Carbon footprint of air freight
compared to sea freight is about 50x.
Multiply this by the distance and you will
notice that the carbon footprint of a locally
produced PCB s just 1% of the production
and shipping from overseas. If you can have
an impact like that at a comparable cost,
thisisan easy fix, and you won't even have
to change anything in your design.

Abate: What does AISLER have planned
for 20227

Plitzko: On a broader view, our future
couldn’t be looking brighter because we
are on the forefront of several megatrends:
Firstly, the electrification of everything
we know will continue to excel. Secondly,
industries will automate more and more
supply chains to make them more efficient.
Thirdly, we will see a lot more nearshoring
of production to be more sustainable and
reduce the carbon footprint. Our platform
combines all these megatrends, and they
are deeply ingrained in our company's
DNA. So, we will continue to invest all our
resources into these areas.
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First mechanical stacking test of the #Radioduino
prototyping boards.

Alignment looks very good. @AislerHQ did a fantastic
job manufacturing the boards, as usual
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On a more specific level, it is our ambition
to provide our customers with the best
one-stop-shop for all their electronic
manufacturing needs. COVID-19 and the
material shortage have shown that the best
partners are local. Through our network of
partners, we can ensure all orders can be
fulfilled on budget and on time. Product-
wise we will heavily extend our Amazing
Assembly offering. Starting off with a
one-off prototype and then moving on to
a small to mid-scale production with the
same partner is a real benefit for a lot of
our customers. Making this process as
fluent and as error-proof as possible will
be a major task in 2022.

In addition to our physical products, we
will continue to invest into supporting our
customers with our Smart Services. These
services are integrated into our online
platform and help them improve their
designs faster and hence reduce the cost
for mass production significantly. We will
soon launch a revamped Smart Viewer, have
plans to extend the features of our Smart
Bom, and will most likely launch additional
Smart Services.

Allin all, we are really looking forward to
2022! Especially together with our custom-
ers and partners, we believe the new year
will be ablast! I«
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[1] C. Abate, “Electronics Manufacturing for the Masses: Q&A with Felix Plitzko," ElektorMagazine.com, 10/23/2018.:
https://www.elektormagazine.com/news/electronics-manufacturing-services-aisler
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