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INTRODUCTION

The multi-disciplines of geography are essentially a means to an end - a tool for people to present a certain way something may or indeed operate in any given landscape. It allows for a systematic development and conceptual approach to how objects can be created in space; how life forms interact with them and each other, and the implications these interactions have for the environment. The paper is split into two parts. The first part of this paper is to provide a possible geographic and management framework for the development team in terms of conceptualizing and operating a virtual landscape. This second part of the paper will provide a variety of geographic examples of how certain types of life and landscape operate in realspace and questions posed as to how it can be accommodated and/or modified to a virtual landscape. There is also a question of impact analysis within these geographic examples. This is to encourage developers to think of the potential feedback of implementing certain artefacts and devices within the virtual world. 

FRAMEWORK

Planning is an essential tool when it comes to developing an idea. Linking scenarios and establishing potential elements like inputs, outputs and feedback are key concepts that a plan can have. Objectives are another characteristic common to planning – setting your self a goal or objective allows you set yourself a standard or attain a certain level in a ‘kind of development’. In other words, getting somewhere where you want to be. 

Establishing objectives in a virtual world development is necessary if you want to have a reasonable clear line of where you want to go. Below are some aims/objectives of a geographical and managerial framework that the eCOSM system architects may wish to pursue in the area of virtual world development. Some of them are based on virtual world user responses in forums (e.g. Lum the mad website (http://www.lumthemad.net) or Voodoo Extreme (http://www.voodooextreme.com), while others are observations from my participation within virtual world environments and my discussions with some of its players, designers, and researchers.

· To providing a realspace comparative, if not Better Than Life (BTL) interactive experience in a virtual landscape.

· To establish a realistic cost effective and profitable venture – from membership fees, software leasing/shareware/rights, and to software production (Roger Nesbitt, 1998).

· To improve existing standard VW geographic conditions in VW services offered around the world or to provide an alternative geographic virtual environment that contains a variety of dynamic interactions:

1. Group interactions.

2. Individual to Individual exchange.

3. Landscape interaction with the individual (vice versa).

4. Landscape interacting with groups of beings (vice versa).

5. Landscapes interacting with other landscapes. 

6. Movement inside and outside a territory of space.

· To provide a habitat that is conducive to education (a setting that allows people to learn and develop themselves as human beings). People are generally inquisitive. For some people, understanding how things work and why they don’t work are ways of making them understand their ‘place’ and the objects ‘place’ in any given existence. Since the beginning of our birth, we automatically begin to learn things – we learn to breathe air so that we may live, to eat food so we may replenish spent energy and so on. It’s becomes a matter of survival. But somewhere along the way, it becomes more than a matter of survival. Information becomes used to improve the quality of life, how a life could be lived, and to plan and manage the way lives of others that could be lived. Not all seize the opportunity to learn to their potential, but people will be prepared to learn at least something (whether they realise it or not). In the Knowledge Society that we live in and the community networks we use, learning about life is essential as it gives people space to define themselves (Graham, 1995).

· In the case of eCOSM, the in-development project could be designed to provide an electronic means of environmental exchange of digital bits of real or ‘unreal’ human emotion (unreal in the sense of people role-playing an action) and data. It could allow people to develop themselves and discuss social issues (Salzman and Day, 1995).

· Understand and adapt patterns of situations within the Virtual World that will challenge players or participants. Examples could include; modifying specific camping spots to analysing the pattern of movements of players. Attempts should be regularly made to ensure that eCOSM is new and different. The longer a system stays the same, the quicker it will stagnate (http://www.lumthemad.net).

· eCOSM management could be mindful of player and ‘wizard’ actions when it comes to a potential conflict. Alienation of customer base should be avoided but keeping in mind that the service provided should be challenging. Developing a rapport between the two groups should be a high priority. eCOSM should also be mindful not to let users have free reign of the service as this creates an imbalance within the virtual world environment (ibid). Developing a plan for conflict resolution and publishing it is essential to community relations between the people who are part of the community and the people that help maintain the community (Murray, 1995, 2.4)

· To develop and implement measures to ensure the quality of service is fair to all participants in the sense of eliminating exploits (from internal bugs to scripts) (http://www.lumthemad.net).

· That this is a service that people will want to use and pay for. As Amy Bruckman notes, people want to find their own cyberspace that suits their interests and values (Bruckman, 1995-2000). 

· Implementing a policy on whether virtual property or items in eCOSM can be sold on an online market place (e.g. eBay) by users or by administration (Lum, 4/20/00).

· To allow people to develop a bond between each other. This can come in the form of guilds, friendships, competition and so on. The ability to develop relations and community are fundamental tools to creating a dynamic environment and to keeping players online. 

There are two themes we can take out of these objectives that eCOSM may wish to follow. These two themes are place and people (which is essentially what geography is about). Developing these two themes in the service ECOSM provides and to the experience had by the users of the VW environment, requires a certain amount of in-depth development and precision. Thus rushing an alpha or beta version of eCOSM for commercial release would not be the most advisable thing to do (something that often happens in the computer gaming market as was the case with the game Sin). 

People will find that the service eCOSM supplies will be disappointing in one way or another because it would be impossible to include all their desires into the operating environment. eCOSM cannot be a perfect system but it can ‘ do what it can do ‘. By incorporating the ideals of geography, community experience, and the four motivations of play (achievers, explorers, socialisers, and killers) eCOSM will be able to maintain a higher ‘up-time’ than what it could if it did not incorporate these ideals and motivations.

SUGGESTABLE GEOGRAPHICAL AVENUES OF DEVELOPMENT – HOW READY ARE YOU FOR DEVELOPING AN ELECTRONIC ENVIRONMENT?

REALSPACE GEOGRAPHY 

Regardless of what people think, geography as a subject is at its most basic level a collection of simple ideas, observations, and research. Everyone has a connection to realspace geography in terms of the relationship they have with physical realspace and with other people in a local, regional, or global context. 

There are several key ideas to geography that are consistent through out each of the disciplines within geography (three such disciplines are the geography of tourism, cyberspace, and migration). These key ideas are:

· Change over time 
· Interaction (use) and impacts
· The Physical and the Human
· Modification (change) of the Environment
· Elements and Processes
It is important that before I go into the concepts in geography like town planning and transportation examined below, that these key ideas are examined. It will provide the reader and the system architects of the sort key ideas that they will see consistently throughout the paper.

Change over time

Physical and human landscapes change over time due to a change in natural and human processes. This is usually caused by a change in the interactions within each of the landscapes. Change over time is also a process of regulated and unregulated change – it can prevent stagnation and bring about a new process of how environments conduct themselves and with other environments.

Interaction (use) and impacts

Humans interact with environments.  Rivers and underground lakes are used as water resources, forests are used for construction of housing and devices, and minerals have been extracted out of mountainous areas. The consequence of using an environment creates an impact on the environment and on the people that use it (at varying levels of impact). This creates a change for the environment and on the people in terms of how they use it and what appearance the environment will take.

The physical and the human

The use of Geography is focused on two major subject areas – the physical landscape and on humans within physical landscapes. Some examples what geographers look at are: 

· Glacial movements

· Landscape formation

· Coastal erosion

· The impact of flooding on human settlements

· Analysing planning initiatives for the logging of ‘native’ forests in New Zealand.

· The migration of rural Thai to urban centres

· The development of communities in remote and isolated islands.

With the advent of telecommunications, we now see multiple electronic landscapes situated within a ‘sphere’ of creatable electronic matter – namely cyberspace. This too has caught the eye of geographers and has created its own breed of cybergeographers. They observe the electronic landscapes and the way they are used by humans, how it impacts on people and on the electronic landscape itself. 

Modification (change) of the environment

An outcome of using an environment is that you can cause the environment to change its form and purpose. In some cases it has been rather deliberate in terms of modifying a portion of a landscape for a certain purpose e.g. creating a vegetable garden within a desert landscape or allowing for high-rise developments in an area that has had none in the past. Humans are one of the few species on Earth that goes beyond simply existing in and using a pre-existing environment – there are few physical landscapes that have not been physically modified by humans for some purpose. 

Elements and processes 

Geographers like to know how things work in landscape and in human society. One-way of trying to accomplish this task is to look at the elements and processes in their respective field. Now the elements can be considered as the fundamental parts within the environment. So, for example, in the case of the natural environment you would as a geographer look at the physical landscape and the biological aspect of it. In the cultural environment, elements that one might examine would be the economic, the social, and the political.

The processes are the methods of operation – a natural series of continuos actions, changes and interactions. In the case of the elements discussed above, it can be the continuos interaction of the natural and cultural environment.

The next section of this paper provides a selection of possible geographic conceptual areas that system architects, management and coders may want/or need to examine in preparation of developing an electronic environment. There are several ways one could approach the geographic concepts discussed below. One can; 

· Understand how these systems operate in a realspace environment.

· How accommodative can the VW project be with these geographic concepts?

· Deciding which realspace geographic information should be incorporated into the VW environment and what will not. 

· What sort of questions should we ask ourselves about how we can implement them in the VW project?
TOWN PLANNING 

Town planning is an attempt to organize the interaction and placement of people and services in settlements. Town planning arises from innovations and use of technology, the changing nature of ideology, people and commerce, the incorporation of periphery settlements, and natural events. While it has been established that town planning came into a full form in the early 20th century, historically speaking, town planning is not a new phenomenon in geography and in human history. At various points in history, we have seen the development of a series of town designs – 

1. Presidio and pueblo style town designs of Spanish colonists in North and South America (which can be seen especially in New Mexico). It is characterised by either a military complex (Presidio) and/or pueblo (grid layout with important buildings in and around the central plaza).

2. Medieval Heritage (characteristics being streets aligned to gates and walls, town lots inside the town and farms outside the township, long lots, gothic cathedrals, and fortified abbeys. This type of town planning can be seen in Derry, United Kingdom).

3. Renaissance (Italian innovation). Characterised by town walls, fortifications, internal squares, and place d’armies.

4. Reformation (French and English protestant Colonial innovation). These independent community town-planning style were orientated towards trade. These types of town planning designs can be seen in the New England Town St John, and in some Virginian plantations.

5. Baroque (French). Characterised by fortifications and royal control (Louisburg and Quebec city being examples of this town planning design).

6. Restoration (English). The Restoration town planning style had an extensive land market and had little or no fortifications. Royal control was often asserted (example locations - Pennsylvania, Annapolis, and Williamsburg).   

7. Classicism (18th Century). Based on Roman town planning designs, the Georgian New Town is designed on a symmetrical grid with a central square. It has buildings that are white, symmetrical with a shade and had a new type of entry into the house. Examples of this style of housing design can be seen in Halifax in the United Kingdom. 

Questions to think about: What style of town planning will be implemented? What sorts of building structures are going to be provided? What will be their use? How much input will users have in town planning – in terms of placement, style, and creation? In what form will this town planning come in? How often will towns change in the form of its physical and social structure? Will there be finite or infinite space for development of a town in terms of metaphorical physical space in the virtual world? How susceptible will town planning be to change in terms of time over space?

TIME AND CHANGE 

An important theme in geographic research is the processes of change in the environment. The environments that humans inhabit are in a constant state of flux – modification by nature and humans ensure that environments never maintain what we call ‘stability’. Power and Influence within a nation state and with individuals changes with time. Environments change at a rate that we as people recognize it – people note this change at differing stages of their life. However, we only glimpse a small portion of this change because of the nature of our lifespan. We can also note change from the remanets left behind in the natural landscape and from physical artefacts.

Physical appearances, functionality, symbolic representation, and usage of landscape are affected by time and change. Time as a dimension has not changed, but the way we measure it has. Change is simply a course that leads something like a person or building down a path it was not on before. Both realities are instrumental in the way humans and landscapes develop.

Questions to think about: How important will time and change be in the virtual world? What sort of ‘devices’ will one have to monitor time and change over space and people? How will you implement the concept of time? What format will it come in? At what level will the form of change come in? Will a feedback system be instituted for players to address these changes in a moderated environment? How will time and change affect character progression?

TRANSPORTATION 

Some human societies define themselves loosely on their transportation. The American cowboy and his horse, the Italian with his Ferrari, and kiwi’s and their boats are just three examples. Transportation does not merely entail movement but also symbolism. 

Transportation however is primarily focused on the movement of people and goods from one location to another. It comes in many forms, land and sea, mechanical and animal. It varies in expense and the time it takes to get from one place to another. Everyone owns at least one type of transportation (the human body being the first). Transportation encounters physical and political boundaries while in movement. Landscapes have been modified to accommodate the process of transportation. Transportation has also been heading in a direction where the time it takes to get from one locality to another is getting shorter. While the core function of transportation is to move, it also can provide alternative services such as food servicing, leisure, and exploration. Transportation is simply a dynamic feature in the realspace setting.

Questions to think about: What types of transportation are there going to be? Will people be able to own transportation? Will the price of transportation vary? What sort of barriers (physical/political/social/cultural) might there be to transportation? Will people in the virtual world be able to develop different types of transportation? How much influence will people have in the introduction of new types of transportation or modifications of existing transportation? How easy will it be to access transportation?

NATURAL HAZARDS

What is a natural hazard? A natural hazard is a natural event (something that is produced by nature, not by humans) that has an impact on humans. Examples of natural hazards can be flooding, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions and desertification. However, human populations can increase and decrease the impacts these natural hazards have on a local or global scale. 

Close proximity to the natural hazard, a lack of preparedness, and the modification of the environment are ways that can contribute to the increasing affect of natural hazards on human populations. Decreasing the impacts of natural hazards can be having some form of insurance and perhaps relocating further away from the impacts of the hazard. 

Questions to think about: Will the virtual world development team include this geographic feature of realspace? How will they incorporate it and what form will it come in? Is there some form of technology (e.g. code) that will be able/ or available for ECOSM to incorporate it into the landscape? Are players going to be able to see the physical event happen or is it something that will happen in downtime? What sorts of physical and social impacts will it have on the ‘physical’ layout of the landscape and on the players who live and work there? Will these sorts of events ‘physically’ affect avatars? How dynamic will these natural hazards be (from desert areas spreading out to river channel patterns changing)? Will players be able to prepare themselves for such events (from moving their belongings and habitats to establishing some sort of defense)?
TERRAIN TYPES AND RESOURCE / ECONOMIC POTENTIAL

There are many types of terrain on the planet Earth. There are grasslands, marshland, deserts, rocky badlands, hills, forests, arctic wastelands, mudflats, rivers, and so on. These types of terrain have their own ecosystem with their own interactions within and outside their space. Climatic conditions and the involvement of introduced species can greatly affect how a terrain type operates – from expansion to shrinkage. It is perfectly natural for a terrain to change over a period of time – whether it has been accelerated by human involvement or not. The Nile riverbanks were once covered in tropical rainforest – but now that has been replaced with deserts, crop plantations, and residential and industrial buildings.

Terrain types also have a value – from economic to cultural inputs/outputs. The value of these terrain types varies from one group of people to another. Some groups treat certain terrain types within specific localities with reverence while others treat them disdain or ignorance. Each terrain has a potential for resource consideration – from the potential building materials and medicinal products it can produce. Thus, despite what some people think, each terrain type has a value that we as humans fix upon it. As you can see, the value varies from one group to another depending on what they do with the terrain. Overuse of a terrain type can lead to a change – from it changing to another terrain type to poor yields in production. 

Questions to think about: Terrain types are important when it comes to designing a virtual world. Since most virtual worlds are taking a graphical appearance, what it looks like and the way it is used is important to the players who will participate in it. Are the designers going to implement current terrain types seen in realspace or create entirely new terrain types? Are these terrain’s designed solely for graphical appearance or will they have a function as well? What sorts of functions will they have? Are they going to have some sort of defensive purpose, accommodation and economic use, or cultural value? How many variations are going to be used in the VW environment? How are the designers going to implement this terrain? Are they going to design miniature models of each terrain type or create a whole family of variations based on one terrain type?  How often will terrain types change and how will it change? 

SOCIAL AND POLITICAL ORGANIZATION

The formation of groups is generally a natural phenomenon when it comes to animal life in realspace. Humans are no different. Since the beginning of time, humans have formed into groups because of the advantages it brings – the establishment of a territory, the greater success of acquiring food and resources, greater numbers for defense and raiding, and the comradeship that people seek. What distinguishes organizations from other categories of ‘groups’ is that organizations generally involve a person making a voluntary action of joining the group. An example can be; you don’t have to belong to the Cashmere Bowling Club if you don’t want to but you may involuntarily ‘belong’ to the country, New Zealand. But this is not always the case. Some organizations have made membership of an organization (e.g. a union) compulsory to all those that work in a certain profession. Another way of defining an organization can be the dedicated involvement of participants within it. Yet this too can be debated. Defining what an organization is a complex issue. However, as a premise we can say that organizations exhibit some general characteristics. Some of these general characteristics are: 

· Each organization has the potential of having a social, political, economic, and cultural component. 

· Organizations are generally made up of people who want to be in the organization. 

· The people who join organizations share a common goal or desire.

Social organization is one of the outcomes of people forming a collective. Social organizations can be based on/in a certain locality or it can represent the interests of an organization spread throughout the world. Social organizations can come in the form of sports orientated organization such as a bowling club or rugby club, the family, Masonry, Rotary, and a school. The general focus of a social organization is that of leisure or regular contact of people in an environment.

Political organizations are not that much different from social organizations except the focus of the group is on a political agenda (e.g. the introduction of stricter gun laws). The functions of these political organizations can be multi-purpose. They can be based on a various sets of ideologies to a single purpose – from the various agendas of the Republican party of the United States of America to a specific interest group such as Grey Power in New Zealand.

Every organization, regardless of its orientation, has a political arm to it. As organizations, the ability to manage itself is important as it can influence its longevity. Politics is a natural outcome of human interaction for the contention of space and people. 

Questions to think about: What sorts of tools can virtual world developers provide that will encourage or discourage organization development? Will it take place within or outside the virtual world environment? If it takes place in either environment, what form will it take? How much involvement will the virtual world developers have with any organization within eCOSM? What features might we see within the organization – from features designed by the virtual world developers to what arises from the interactions of people within the organization and those outside? Will there be codes of conduct for organizations? What sort of monitoring will there be to ensure that these codes are enforced? What sorts of measures will there be to encourage or discourage the spread of one or more organizations? 

CULTURE 

If one were to gather people from assorted backgrounds and place them onto a desert island, one would see a culture develop over a period of time. This culture could take on many kinds of attributes, some of which people would have brought with them, and also attributes that would have been contested while on the island. This culture would be reflective of their past experiences and the experiences had while on the island.

Culture is something that arises from the dynamic interactions of people in space. It is an inevitable social construction, a feeling of common identity in place and in interest. It is not always cohesive or constructive but is nevertheless identifiable and appreciated to some extent by the members of that culture. 

While there is a degree of conformity within any given culture, one will however, see levels of variance within that certain culture. This is in part due to the influences of other dominant cultures or sub-cultures/organizations. These variances can be individual in style (attire, ideology, and leisure preference are just three examples). These variances can also be an attempt to break out of the dominant culture.

Cultures will be contested by other external cultures and internal/external subcultures – in terms of the ownership of resources, ideology, and/or purely for the sake of interaction whether it is conflict, pleasure or something else.

Culture can also be used as a commodity in a local and global setting – in terms of “content-based products and services” (Graham, 1995). In realspace, one example of this are performances at the marae of the Maori in New Zealand to tourists. They use their culture as a commodity to earn an income (through donations) and also to inform people of their culture and its intricate parts.

Questions to think about: How can the virtual world developers encourage or discourage the development of multiple cultures? What impacts will cultures have on the development of the virtual world project and what form will it come in? What devices will developers use in terms for a culture to interact with another culture? How much of an influence will virtual world developers have in terms of the types of cultures that arise out of their virtual world environment? What devices will virtual world developers emplace to allow a culture to be used as a commodity?

INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY SERVICES 

A VW environment contains and exemplifies attributes of geographic nature. This can come in the form of alternative services it can provide that is unrelated and related to the ‘playing’ environment of the VW. What this boils down to is to whether downloadable information, counselling, newsgroups, e-mail and so on will be provided as an external support service (such as from a webpage) or be incorporated within the VW environment in the form of structures and services. 

Questions to think about: If it is incorporated within the VW environment,

What appearance will it take and what will its impact be on the computer matrix that maintains and operates the VW environment? What advantages and disadvantages are there to having these functions within and outside the VW environment?  

Conclusion

Geographers have a lot to offer to system architects. Our understanding of realspace geography allows us to provide a comparative to what system architects may need to know in designing a virtual world – in terms of what landscapes there are and the interactions that occur within and outside them. Considering ideas like what type of town planning is to be used in a virtual world is important because it impacts on the way a virtual town environment is visualised, accessed, and used. It goes to show that the study of geography and designing a virtual world are complex matters that are not to be undertaken lightly. It also shows that there is a place for geographers in terms of planning a virtual environment. We ask the questions that system architects may not know or understand. To a certain degree a cybergeographer is a system’s architect.

Simplifying this paper is no easy task. But there are some key ideas that a reader can take out of this paper. The first is that realspace is dynamic and changing. Things do not simply stay the same forever and many things are happening in a landscape at the same time. Realspace is made up of people, landscape, interaction, impact, and time. This is no different to a cyberspace setting. The ecologies of cyberspace such as virtual worlds, Internet Relay Chat, MUDS, and the World Wide Web share these broad characteristics that realspace exhibits. When you think about it, cyberspace and its ecologies are not a completely alien environment and experience. It is merely presented in a different way.

There are many geographic conceptual ideas that are not covered in this paper. Examples of some of them are

· What types of tourism would there be in the virtual world?

· Will players be able to own multiple properties and businesses over several landscapes?

· What sort of role will religion play a part in the virtual world?

The geographic conceptual ideas discussed in this paper are broad areas from which designers can make a start. They can be thought of as a starting board. Due to the complexity of the areas, the discussions about these areas of thought have had to be limited for this paper.  Still, they are an attempt to get designers thinking about how they want their virtual world to look and to operate. 

Keywords

eCOSM - The word eCOSM symbolises an electronic community or environment, from the suffix "cosm". 

Virtual World – An electronic environment.

Virtual World Developer - In the context of this paper, virtual world developers can be defined as the members of the eCOSM Company who play a role in the development of eCOSM online. Virtual world developers can also be construed as the players who modify the online environment they habitat. Unless otherwise stated, the prior definition will be used throughout the paper.
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