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Will robots take over our jobs in the near future? Will the rise of robots
lead to a decrease in human cognitive abilities? These are some of the
questions the audience asked at the public debate “How Will Robotics
Reshape Our Lives in the Next Two Decades”, an event co-organised by the
Edinburgh Centre for Robotics and the British Science Association last
Thursday 4th February 2016 at the Informatics Forum, University of
Edinburgh.

Professor Sethu Vijayakumar, Director of the Edinburgh Centre for
Robotics, moderated the debate. In an interview for BBC Radio Scotland,
Professor Vijayakumar said this debate was an “opportunity for the public to
air their views and to learn more about how intelligent robots might fit into
our lifestyles in years to come.” A panel of experts discussed perceptions
about how advanced robots, such as driverless vehicles, industrial robots
and surgical devices, might impact our lives in the next twenty years from
the point of view of Artificial Intelligence, Computer Science and Law.
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Professor Alan Bundy, School Informatics at the University of Edinburgh,
stated that “any Artificial Intelligence threat comes, not from machines that
are too smart, but from machines that are too dumb. Such dumb machines
pose a threat to individual humans, but not humanity. Worrying about
machines that are too smart distracts us from the real threat from
machines that are too dumb.” He also made an emphasis on the danger of
imagining the abilities of machines without being involved in the Artificial
Intelligence research field.

Professor Burkhard Schafer, School of Law at the University of Edinburgh,
raised issues such as privacy and data protection in legal terms: “we face
new challenges over the control of the data that makes us unique. What we
do, the way we move, are potentially unique identifiers that will be picked up,
reported and potentially copied by the machines that serve us. This poses,
on the one hand, challenges for data protection and privacy law, but equally,
for intellectual property law.” He posed the question of how much, if at all,
will humans adapt their own behaviour in the presence of robots.

Dr Michael Herrmann, Edinburgh Centre for Robotics, said that in twenty
years “the autonomy of a robot will complement human autonomy” to make
certain environments less dangerous or simply to aid us in that which
requires further ability.

Professor Greg Michaelson, Edinburgh Centre for Robotics, delivered the
last talk before the open discussion session with the audience. From
experience, he firmly believes that “robots will have limited impact without
major theoretical breakthroughs in natural language understanding and
cognitive modelling, and practical breakthroughs in engineering and power
sources. Without these, they will be restricted to, albeit increasingly
sophisticated, repetitive activities in predictable environments, and will
continue to require human intervention and guidance in more complex
contexts.” The talks were followed by an exciting and fruitful Q&A session,
where the audience asked an array of questions from different perspecitves
and backgrounds.

Organisers
Edinburgh Centre for Robotics is a joint venture between the Schools of
Informatics and Engineering, University of Edinburgh and the Schools of
Engineering and Physical Sciences, and Mathematical and Computer
Sciences, Heriot-Watt University. Heriot-Watt University and the University
of Edinburgh jointly offer an innovative 4 year PhD training programme,
which provides individually tailored course and project portfolios during the
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first year of the programme, ensuring that all students will have a strong
grounding in current theory, methods and applications, with flexibility for
strategic individualised study, and strong support leading to a specialised
Ph.D. project in subsequent years.

The British Science Association (BSA) is a charity, founded in 1831. They
organise major initiatives across the UK, including British Science Week, the
annual British Science Festival, regional and local events through our
network of Branches, the CREST Awards, and other programmes for young
people in schools and colleges. The BSA also run specific activities and
training for professional science communicators, including the Science
Communication Conference.

Press coverage
BBC Radio Scotland interviewed Professor Sethu Vijayakumar the morning
of the debate. To listen the interview, please fast forward to 02:45:00 at
Good Morning Scotland (http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b06ynkq8)
(4th February 2016). The debate "How Will Robotics Reshape Our Lives in
the Next Two Decades" also featured in articles in The Scotsman and the
Edinburgh Evening News on 3rd February 2016.
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British Science Association (http://www.britishscienceassociation.org/)

Edinburgh Centre for Robotics (http://www.edinburgh-robotics.org)

Professor Alan Bundy (http://homepages.inf.ed.ac.uk/bundy/)

Dr Michael Herrmann
(http://www.research.ed.ac.uk/portal/en/persons/michael-
herrmann%28cf1b7c31-3a87-4812-bf0a-05cf49b0120e%29.html)

Professor Greg Michaelson
(https://pureapps2.hw.ac.uk/portal/en/persons/gregory-john-
michaelson%28ebb91669-4860-4ee6-aa51-85209fed0078%29.html)

Professor Burkhard Schafer
(http://www.law.ed.ac.uk/people/burkhardschafer)

Professor Sethu Vijayakumar (http://homepages.inf.ed.ac.uk/svijayak/)

BBC Radio Scotland interview with Professor Sethu Vijayakumar
(http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b06ynkq8)
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