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What is distrobox?
● Simple POSIX shell
● Wraps Podman or Docker

● Abstracts much of the command lenght and complexity
● Seamless integration with host environment

● Leverages high volume of curated container images



Why was it born?
● Inspired by the great work of Containers Toolbx: 

● https://github.com/containers/toolbox
● Needed a solution that would work with both

● Podman
● Docker
● Others? (containerd/nerdctl, cri-o...)

● Needed a solution that would 
● be distro-agnostic
● make software

not yet packaged as Flatpak  easier to use 

https://github.com/containers/toolbox


Why was it born?
● Flaptak: 

your favourite apps, unbound from the 
base operating system

● Distrobox: 
your entire userspace 
unbound  from the base 
operating system



Underlying technologies



Underlying technologies

● Simpler to use
● Battle-tested container engines
● Easy to use image management
● Healthy ecosystem of container images ready to use



Underlying technologies
● Host integration:

● Wayland and X programs
● Audio
● SSH and GPG Agent 
● User D-Bus
● User Systemd
● Removable devices
● Optionally isolated systemd instance



Underlying technologies
● Container Manager

● Podman (rootless)
● Docker (rootful)

● Faster and Lighter than Vms
● Pet-Containers, integrated and persistent



Underlying technologies
● This is not a security enhancing tool

● You’re not less secure than when on base OS
● You’re not much more safe either

● Rootless podman:
● Even when you are root in the container, you are not root on the host
● You have your regular user

● Rootful docker:
● You’re root both in the host and in the container, as the docker daemon 

runs as root
● Future - sandboxed mode:
● Minimal privileges and sharing needed to use graphical applications



Diversity
● Tested host compatibility with all the major distributions
● Tested container compatibility with over 50 combinations of 

distributions and major versions
● From Debian 7, Centos 7, Ubuntu 14.04
● To latest ArchLinux, Fedora Rawhide, OpenSUSE Tumbleweed, Ubuntu or 

Debian Unstable

● You can build your own curated image to use



Diversity
● What container images are compatible?

● Hard dependency for distrobox to work are:
● the presence of a POSIX compliant /bin/sh
● a supported package manager

● Supported package managers:
● apk
● apt/apt-get
● dnf/yum
● pacman

● A package manager is needed to install base dependencies for distrobox’s 
entrypoint to work

● slackpkg
● swupd
● xbps
● zypper



Diversity
● Custom images

● The image you want to use is too old and the package manager mirrors 
are down

● The image you want to use has not a supported package manager or no 
package manager at all

● Requirements
● findutils
● ncurses
● procps
● shadow

● sudo
● libvte
● util-linux (that provides the mount command)



Diversity

If a container image or host distro is not supported:

● Open a Feature Request
● Open a Pull Request

Contributions of any sort are always welcome!



Run any app on any distro
● Some apps are specific to some distributions

● No Flatpak available
● They are not tested nor supported in other systems
● They may or may not work
● Their dependencies can cause system breakage



Run any app on any distro
● Proprietary applications

● Bitwig studio
● Runs only on Ubuntu 18.04 or later



Demo

bitwig-distrobox.mp4


Run any app on any distro
● Old applications

● Distrobox ensures compatibility up to Debian 7, almost 10 years
back in time

● New applications
● You’re on an LTS release, or you’re stuck with older software

● Non packaged applications
● You can access any package from any repo

● AUR
● Copr
● OBS
● PPA



Integrate Distrobox
● Export apps, binaries or services installed in a container
● Execute transparently from the host

● distrobox-export



Demo – app export

atom-distrobox.mp4


Demo – bin and service export

bin-distrobox.mp4
syncthing-distrobox.mp4


Performance
● No noticeable overhead
● Newer components matter
● Optimized components matter

Links:
https://www.phoronix.com/scan.php?page=news_item&px=Distrobox-Clear-Linux
https://www.phoronix.com/scan.php?page=news_item&px=Clear-Containers-2022
https://openbenchmarking.org/result/2201215-NE-CLEARLINU53

https://www.phoronix.com/scan.php?page=news_item&px=Distrobox-Clear-Linux
https://www.phoronix.com/scan.php?page=news_item&px=Clear-Containers-2022
https://openbenchmarking.org/result/2201215-NE-CLEARLINU53


Use cases
● Sudoless setups

● You only have podman without root on the machine and you need software!
● Stuck on old distro

● Custom kernel for abandoned hardware stuck on ancient Ubuntu or Debian
● Want to run LTS distro for stability, but want access to latest software
● Want to run on bleeding edge distro, but want access to ancient software

● Immutable distro
● Endless OS (https://endlessos.com/)
● Fedora Silverblue/Kinoite (https://getfedora.org/it/silverblue/, https://kinoite.fedoraproject.org/)
● OpenSUSE MicroOS (https://microos.opensuse.org/)
● SteamOS 3

https://endlessos.com/
https://getfedora.org/it/silverblue/
https://kinoite.fedoraproject.org/
https://microos.opensuse.org/


Conclusions

Distorbox enables both backward and forward 
compatibility with software, and freedom to use 
whatever distribution you’re more comfortable 

with



Next steps
● containerd/nerdctl support

● Still some blockers ahead
● Enables completely rootless setup (can be installed in $HOME)

● rootless docker support
● Still some blockers ahead

● sandboxing mode
● Bare minimum needed to run a graphical application

● Root mode
● Useful on immutable OSes where you might need to be actual root on the system also

● More tests!
● Better CLI UX
● Better access to host’s command from inside the container



Contribute
● https://github.com/89luca89/distrobox

● Please read: 
https://github.com/89luca89/distrobox/blob/main/CONTRIBUTING.md

● Report bugs
● Report typos (there are always typso!)
● Suggest improvements
● Whatever you feel like contributing, you’re welcome!

https://github.com/89luca89/distrobox
https://github.com/89luca89/distrobox/blob/main/CONTRIBUTING.md


Useful links
● Distrobox Docs
● Run Distrobox on Fedora Linux - Fedora Magazine
● Using Distrobox To Augment The Package Selection On Clear Linux - Phoronix
● Benchmark: benefits of Clear Linux containers (distrobox) - Phoronix
● Day-to-day differences between Fedora Silverblue and Ubuntu - Jorge Castro
● How I use distrobox on Fedora Silverblue – Jorge Castro

https://github.com/89luca89/distrobox/tree/main/docs
https://fedoramagazine.org/run-distrobox-on-fedora-linux/
https://www.phoronix.com/scan.php?page=news_item&px=Distrobox-Clear-Linux
https://www.phoronix.com/forums/forum/phoronix/latest-phoronix-articles/1305326-clear-linux-container-performance-continues-showing-sizable-gains
https://www.ypsidanger.com/day-to-day-advantages-of-fedora-silverblue/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q2PrISAOtbY


All text and image content in this document is licensed under the 
Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 4.0 License (unless otherwise 
specified).

Thank you!

Questions?
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