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1.3 GOVERNANCE

1.2 INDIVIDUAL 

SUCCESS STORIES

Fab Labs have spread from 
inner-city Boston to rural India, 
from South Africa to northern 
Norway. Activities in Fab Labs 
range from technological 
empowerment to peer-to-
peer project-based technical 
training to local problem-
solving to small-scale high-
tech business incubation to 
grass-roots research. Projects 
being developed and produced 
in Fab Labs include solar and 
wind-powered turbines, thin-
client computers and wireless 
data networks, analytical 
instrumentation for agriculture 
and healthcare, custom 
housing, and rapid-prototyping 
of rapid-prototyping machines..

Fab Labs share core 
capabilities, so that people and 
projects can be shared across 
them. These currently include: 

— a computer-controlled 
lasercutter (for press-fit 
assembly of 3D structures  
from 2D parts)
— a larger (4’x8’) numerically-
controlled milling machine  
(for making furniture- and 
house-sized parts)
— a signcutter (to produce 
printing masks, flexible circuits, 
and antennas)
— a precision (micron 
resolution) milling machine  
(to make three-dimensional 
molds and surface-mount 
circuit boards)
— programming tools (for 

In many instances, Fab Labs 
serve as educational facilities, 
often providing services that 
stretched public funding 
cannot. In South Africa, 
the Soshanguve Lab has 
aligned itself with the school 
curriculum of the South African 
Department of Basic Education 
and provides a platform for 
school children to develop 
practical projects focused on 
electrical and civil engineering 
subjects. Given that many 
schools are under-resourced, 
the Fab Lab provides valuable 
complementary infrastructure.

Communities have been 
empowered by technology 
at the grassroots level, with 
Fab Labs enabling education, 
problem solving, job creation, 
and invention. 
 
One of the key measures 
of success has been how 
communities have adapted 
the Fab Labs for their own use, 
creating local interventions 
to address local problems. 
For example, at the Pabal Lab 
in India, over forty rural youth 
undertaking their diplomas in 
Basic Rural Technology utilize 
the lab on a regular basis 
to make products that have 
agricultural applications such as 
leaf wetness duration sensory 
systems, automation for egg 
incubation, and pedal power 
generators. 
 

Fab Labs emerged from  
MIT’s Center for Bits and 
Atoms (CBA), which aims to 
explore the computational 
capacities inherent to physical 
systems. In the course of their 
research, the team at CBA 
established the first laboratory 
for digital fabrication, known 
as a “Fab Lab” (Fabrication 
Laboratory). Subsequently, 
as part of a wider 
interdisciplinary educational 
outreach program, the CBA 
helped establish a number 
of similar Fab Labs with the 
equipment and material 
capacity to make almost 
anything. 

Fab Labs are a global network of local labs, enabling 
invention by providing access to tools of digital 
fabrication. The same model has been successfully 
transposed to over 35 different countries, embraced 
by local communities and adapted to serve their 
specific local needs. Empowering communities 
through technology, they have complemented 
public services by serving as educational facilities 
and business incubators.
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low-cost high-speed embedded 
processors)  

Components and materials are 
optimized for use in the field, 
and are controlled with custom 
software for integrated design, 
manufacturing, and project 
management. The inventory is 
continuously evolving towards 
an ultimate goal: a Fab Lab able 
to fabricate other Fab Labs.

Center of Bits & Atoms

http://cba.mit.edu

Fab Lab Pabal, India

http://www.www.vigyanashram.com

Fab Lab, Soshanguve, South Africa

http://www.www.fablab.co.za/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=6&Itemid=30

Fab Lab, Barcelona 

http://fablabbcn.org/2012/05/rancho-digital-2/

For a full list of labs

http://fab.cba.mit.edu/about/labs/

CREDITS AND LINKS

The Fab Lab concept quickly 
became popular outside 
the academic domain. An 
international network of Fab 
Labs rapidly came into being, 
active in the areas of research 
and education and operating 
in cooperation with local 
communities, universities, 
and governments. As of May 
2012, there were 129 Fab 
Labs in operation across 
six continents, and over 20 
more were being planned 
for construction. Each Lab is 
equipped with fifty thousand 
dollars in equipment and 
materials that can be used in 
digital design and fabrication.

Meanwhile, in Venezuela, a 
planned Fab Lab has already 
developed the Rancho Digital 
Project, a prototype of an 
informal housing unit to be 
developed for the barrios 
of Caracas.

Another measure of their 
success has been through 
the assortment of business 
opportunities and commercial 
ventures that have spawned 
from Fab Labs worldwide. 
For example, in Pabal, India, 
the pedal power generators 
developed for off-grid, 
rural applications are now 
manufactured by a private 
company. The Assistant Manager 
from Soshanguve Lab in South 
Africa, inspired by his experience 
with the Fab Lab, went on to 
establish his own company 
(South African Technological 
and Educational Innovators).
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