Tesla’s Optimus robot chief Milan Kovac resigns amid leadership and project challenges
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Milan Kovac, the head of Tesla's Optimus humanoid robot programme, has surprised many by resigning from the company, citing a desire to spend more time with his family abroad. This unexpected announcement comes just as tensions rise within Tesla, particularly following Elon Musk's recent controversial return to the helm of the automotive giant. Despite Kovac's claims that the decision was entirely his, the context surrounding his departure raises eyebrows.
Kovac's announcement, made publicly through a heartfelt post on X, expressed the difficulty of his choice and reaffirmed his dedication to Tesla. "This week, I’ve had to make the most difficult decision of my life and will be moving out of my position," he wrote. He added, "I want to make it clear that this is the only reason, and has absolutely nothing to do with anything else," suggesting that external factors were not at play. However, Musk’s response to Kovac's departure, thanking him for his contributions and wishing him well, felt somewhat ambiguous, especially given Musk's own precarious situation with the company and its recent media controversies, including a highly publicised spat with Donald Trump.
The Optimus project, which Kovac has led since 2022, has faced significant hurdles that could contribute to an unsettling work atmosphere. While Musk has touted ambitious targets for the production of thousands of humanoid robots by 2025, the programme has encountered notable setbacks. A key issue has been the shortage of rare-earth magnets resulting from China’s export restrictions, which are critical for manufacturing these advanced machines. Furthermore, at Tesla's recent "We, Robot" event, it became clear that the prototypes were largely reliant on human assistance for functionality, a revelation that raised questions about their maturity and readiness for the market.
Kovac’s resignation leaves a considerable void in the leadership of the Optimus project. Ashok Elluswamy, Tesla's lead on Autopilot technology, will be taking over Kovac's responsibilities. While Elluswamy brings substantial expertise, the question of whether he can recalibrate the trajectory of the Optimus project to meet the ambitious goals Musk has set remains open. Given the current turbulence within Tesla, both operationally and at the executive level, observers are left wondering about the future of the humanoid robot initiative and Kovac's legacy within the company.
As discussions continue around Tesla’s foray into robotics, the underlying challenges of developing a fully functional and economically viable humanoid robot loom large. It remains to be seen whether Kovac's departure signals internal strife or whether it is indeed a personal decision, as he insists. One thing is clear—Tesla’s ambitious plans for Optimus are now in a state of uncertainty that mirrors the company's own leadership challenges. The landscape for Tesla’s robotics will likely evolve further as it navigates these tumultuous waters. 
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