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Having heard my students rave

about FabLab I set off to find out

what al l the fuss was about. The

Manchester lab is in New Islington

(on the canal, behind Piccadil ly train

station). By a fluke I turned up on a

Saturday, which is one of two days a

week (the other being Fridays) when

the FabLab is free to members of the

public to use. The lab pays its way

by charging industry to use its

facil ities from Monday to Thursday.

FabLab is a stylish and welcoming

place, even the tea and coffee is on

an honesty box system. Inside, you

immediately see some weird and

wonderful stuff that has been made

there. MDF dinosaur skeletons,

embroidered shirts, ful l sized

furniture, lanterns, electronic gizmos.

It's an Aladdin's cave of geek.

So how does it work? Basical ly, you

take the 30 minute Health & Safety

tour (there is a lot of serious and

potential ly dangerous equipment

here). During the tour you get

introduced to all the cool gear. Laser

cutters for MDF and Perspex,

bending machines, circuit board

printers, 3D printers and the huge

CNC cutters for precision cutting of

8' x 4' MDF sheets. If you can

imagine it, there's probably a

machine in here that wil l let you

make it. And once the tour is over,

it's over to you. The workshop is

yours to get creative in.

All the machines have clear

Are you a creative who fancies getting your
hands on the latest tech for free(-ish)?
FabLab could be right up your street says
Mike Cummins

The Lab
that's Fab
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instructions but the real spirit of the

place is to ask somebody. There are

no instructors as such just fel low

creatives helping each other out. The

only cost is for materials, and you

can choose to bring your own or buy

from FabLab at something close to

cost price. FabLab do offer some

paid for courses ranging from one

day to a full diploma.

They use free open source software

for most tasks, so you can easily

download a copy at home, do all

your creative stuff then bring the

finished file in to FabLab on a USB

stick.

In Blighty, FabLabs (or Fabrication

Laboratories) were first set up by the

Manufacturing Institute in 2010.

There are now nine across the UK,

but countless worldwide. We have

two FabLabs in our region, one in

Manchester and the second in

Ellesmere Port.

So what's the catch? There isn't one

really except that anything you make

wil l be photographed and put on-

l ine. That's part of the open spirit of

the place but also means that you'l l

have a tough time making money

from your design as copyright wil l

have been surrendered. If you don't

l ike this idea, you can always pay to

use the lab earl ier in the week.

As I stared at the room full of toys,

the one question in my mind was:

what on earth am I going to make?
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Have you ever used a hot glue gun? You know,

the sort of thing used in crafting and DIY, where

a stick of glue passes through the gun and is

heated to a temperature that melts it. A quick

squeeze of the trigger and the molten glue oozes

out. Once the temperature drops, the glue

becomes solid again. Imagine this done with

incredible precision by a robot arm. This is 3D

printing. And it's about to change our world

beyond all recognition.

Using this technique at a basic level, objects can

be designed using free software (such as Blender

or Sketchup) and then printed as actual 3D

objects. Most of the stuff we see showcased by

these printers tends to resemble over-sized

knick-knacks from a Christmas cracker. But

actually there's a revolution taking place. . .

Although 3D printing is the current buzz word for

hobbyists it has been around in the industrial

sector since the 1980s, under its proper name of

Additive Manufacturing. Traditional

manufacturing methods involve taking a material

(say a block of wood) and removing (carving)

chunks out of it to produce a desired product (a

table leg). This means that first a block of wood

must be acquired and ultimately a lot of waste is

produced (chippings and sawdust). With Additive

Manufacturing you start with nothing and print

precisely what you want by mixing raw

compounds - with no waste. This wil l make

traditional manufacturing as nearly obsolete as

digital cameras have made film, probably within a

faster time frame.

The crude plastic toys we see as examples of 3D

printing are the amateur end of the spectrum.

Any material that can be ground to a fine powder

can be used for 3D printing including metals. US

Navy ships now carry 3D printers so that any

damaged parts can be downloaded and printed

for immediate repair rather than wait days for

them to be shipped over. NASA are developing

robots that wil l scoop up the surface of the

moon, convert it to a material for 3D printing and

then print a moonbase ready for arriving

astronauts. Biometric materials wil l be used to

print replacement body parts. Prototype printed

heart valves, replacement hips and knees

currently exist. These wil l be 'as new'

replacements with zero percent rejection rates

because they have been printed using materials

from the recipient's own DNA.

Concern has been raised about the threat to

global security caused by 3D printers. In 2013

the plans (fitting in an email attachment) for a

working 3D printed gun were produced - it was

quickly taken off-l ine at the request of the US

State Department. But the fact remains that a

gun can now be produced anywhere in the world

with a cheap 3D printer and a wi-fi connection;

evading all border controls.

In 2014, a Chinese company produced a super

sized 3D printer which then printed a full-sized

house using a concrete-l ike substance. The cost

per house was £3,000. Ten can be printed in a

day.

Printers vary in price, but prices now start at

around the £600 mark. These lower price models

tend to have low resolutions (the 3D equivalent

of a pixelated photo) but have become popular

with school and college Craft, Design and

Technology departments.

Mainstream media currently views 3D printing as

a novelty item, but it's actually going to change

our world to the same degree that the Internet

has. It is the first step towards Star Trek's

replicators. It has long since taken its first steps

beyond being science fiction: today a designer

can press 'print' in Manchester and immediately

have their designed object actually appear on the

International Space Station. This is a technology

that wil l become cheaper and cheaper, and more

powerful. It wil l rapidly become as common as its

2D cousin.

What is 3D Printing?




