3D printing and open source in spaaace!
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On september 21st the first 3D printer was launched into space by NASA - an important milestone in spaceflight as well as 3D printing. So one might well ask: what on Earth, or rather in space, are the inhabitants of the space station ISS going to print now?

The answer of course is: anything they like. To be a little more specific, they can have homegrown spare parts of many kinds and don't have to wait for delivery by rocket ship. They can either design a required item themselves or have a file uploaded to them by ground control. Not having to wait for delivery saves time and money.

The printer that was launched the other day is not an off-the-shelf machine. It was especially designed for use in orbit by a company called Made In Space. For instance, the space printer has to be extra sturdy to withstand the tremendous forces and vibrations during launch.

Some firmware for this groundbreaking device was supplied by Dutch 3D printer manufacturer Ultimaker. The company also developed some electronic parts. These will be launched later.

NASA and Ultimaker have something in common here. Both are committed to open source principles, although there are historic differences. For Ultimaker, open source has been a guiding principle from day 1, since a lot of its technology is rooted in the RepRap project, 3D printing's breeding ground and itself open source. Anyone can use, change and sell the information that the project brought forth.

NASA hasn't bothered for years to publish things like design specifications or software, let alone declare them open source. On the other hand, as technology columnist Steven Vaughan-Nichols wrote in 2012, in the old days many NASA coders shared their work with the world anyway, because that was what coders did back then. They kept doing so until well into the eighties.
In 2009, to celebrate the 40th anniversary of Neil Armstrong's first steps on the Moon, NASA published the code that guided the Apollo capsule to the lunar surface. In 2011 president Obama declared that federal agencies including NASA should share their software in the same way. The goal here wasn't to enable the public to help, the way RepRap and countless other open source projects have done, but to let companies and institutions use and profit from software that was developed with taxpayer money.

And they did (although political restrictions may apply). Wired writes that he Hubble Space Telescope’s star-mapping algorithm has been used to track whales and polar bears. NASA's design software has been used in many industries and its scheduling software was put to work in hospitals. Open source NASA software can nowadays be downloaded here and here, and NASA is working on a central repository, to be opened in 2015, where about 1000 different programs will be available.

So don't be surprised if some of this software gets reused by starchasing startups, who sell their services back to some spaceflight company or government agency. What goes up might just go up once more.

