
Towards a Virtual Birmingham

Discussion Paper

1. Introduction

This paper presents some initial ideas and analysis as to how Birmingham could take 
advantage of the emerging technology of virtual worlds.

We define a virtual world as a 3D digital environment, where users are represented 
by avatars, and where the avatars can communicate, interact and collaborate, can 
change the environment, and can set their own goals. Mirror worlds are very similar 
but are based on a representation of the real world, and the user may not have an 
avatar presence (eg Google Earth).

Whilst a number of cities have begun to use virtual worlds (see Annex A), none in the 
West yet appear to have done so as part of a greater strategic plan. This is the 
opportunity open to Birmingham, to become the first UK city (and possibly European 
and even Western city) to establish and begin to implement a coherent, complete 
and cohesive virtual worlds strategy.

This initial paper seeks to identify:

 How cities are, and could, use virtual worlds
 Possible levels of fidelity
 What technologies are available
 What a strategy might look like
 What the benefits could be for the city
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2. City Uses of Virtual Worlds

There are a wide variety of ways in which cities can use virtual worlds. The following 
summarises the principle ones, and where possible provides examples.

Use Example (if available)
Governance and Public Meetings
The simplest use of virtual worlds is to use them 
to support virtual meetings. Avatar based 
meetings (like an audio conference, but where 
each user also has an avatar and all avatars are 
in the same shared room/space) are proving to 
provide superior  remote meetings to audio, web 
or video conferencing. As well as using the 
technology for internal meetings the virtual world 
could also be used to for public meetings, 
enabling citizens (and officers) to attend the 
meeting from their own home – yet still have the 
ability to talk and network  and feel part of “the 
meeting.”

Zoetermeer City Council in Holland is 
already using Second Life in this way, 
holding some open session council 
meetings, and some consultation sessions 
in the virtual world.

We have also assisted Government 
Ministers such as James Purnell MP and 
Liam Byrne MP to present in real life, but 
have their presentations streamed into 
Second Life where virtual attendees could 
listen, network and ask questions.

Planning
Virtual Worlds offer an ideal environment in 
which to plan the development of the city. The 
biggest differences in comparison to existing 
techniques such as 2D maps, models and 3D 
visualisations are that:

- the environment can be experienced  as an 
avatar actually walking down the streets to no 
set route

- the environment can be experienced by many 
people at the same time from home, office or 
library

- the user can interact with the environment, 
either by seeing or requesting data, using active 
devices (eg lifts, escalators) etc, or by changing 
or annotating the environment (eg to show 
preferences etc)

The result is that the environment becomes a 
social space – rather than someone else's 
model. Whilst the technology will not (yet) 
replace 3D CGI visualisations, or even 
cardboard box Planning-for-Real sessions it 

Whilst there is anecdotal information of 
many planning projects in virtual worlds 
the best known to date are the work in the 
Queens Borough in New York and in Les 
Halles in Paris to mobilise grass-roots 
feedback to influence more conventionally 
managed planning activities.

It is also worth mentioning here that the 
Centre for Advanced Spatial Analysis at 
UCL, London has been working on a 
virtual world visualisation of the whole of 
Inner London to assist with planning 
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Use Example (if available)
provides a powerful way to understand (and 
communicate) the social aspects of any 
development or re-development.

Combining the visualisation capability with the 
virtual meeting capability described above it 
becomes perfectly possible to hold internal or 
public planning meetings in the current or even 
future development under discussion.

decisions.

Planners are also beginning to make 
serious use of “mirror worlds” such as 
Google Earth and Virtual Earth, which are 
themselves beginning to gain 3D 
capabilities.

Inward Investment
A virtual world becomes an excellent way of 
promoting inward investment. Working at a 
“model” level a prospective investor can be 
walked around the key locations and overlays of 
key data and imagery bought in. Key sites can 
be linked out to relevant web pages, or even to 
full sized copies of the buildings in the virtual 
world. Such a briefing hub could be used either 
in “presentation” mode within an RL meeting 
(and technology is available to place this all on a 
stand-alone laptop), or in immersive mode 
where  city staff can meet virtually with investors 
form anywhere around the globe actually around 
the same interactive model.
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Use Example (if available)
Tourism
Tourists (both business and pleasure) are 
increasingly becoming open to the idea of 
checking out a destination electronically. Initially 
this has meant reading web reviews and viewing 
images on Google. Google Earth and Virtual 
Earth have enabled a birds eye view of any 
location in Birmingham to be seen at about 1m 
resolution. Overlaying local photography can 
also give the ground-level view, and blogs and 
web sites begins to give the cultural, grass-roots 
view. A next step is to let the tourist step in to 
the image, into the virtual world and explore the 
destination before even travelling there. Want to 
know how to get from New Street to the ICC – 
just walk it before you go.

Many tourist locations have been 
recreated in Second Life, but mostly as 
“fan” efforts. 

Community Development
Some virtual worlds make it incredibly easy for 
visitors to change the world – within the 
permissions they are given. This means that 
communities can create their own places in 
these worlds, without massive investment (or 
permission). Such an environment can be used 
to support local meetings, give local creatives 
and retailers a new outlet, and build strong links 
back to home-country communities (virtual 
worlds use is growing fast in India and Eastern 
Europe).

Supporting, encouraging and co-ordinating such 
grass roots activity would not only help to grow 
community identity, but could also be leveraged 
by a wider virtual Birmingham project.

See the Les Halles and Queens examples 
above. 

Atherstone based SME Walk-In-Web has 
already built a virtual copy of Atherstone 
with the aim of using it as a platform to get 
local residents and companies involved in 
this new technology.

Infrastructure Management
Much  of the infrastructure data about the city 
(buses, rail, car traffic etc) is currently locked 
away, or at best only humanly accessible on 
web sites. By making this data available through 
web services it becomes possible to create 
“mash-ups”, where multiple data sources are 
combined. As well as textual data such mash-
ups can be created as overlays for mapping 
systems such as Google Earth and Google 
Maps. The ultimate step is to make these mash-
ups within a virtual world, where users, planner 
and managers can see the objects moving as 
they are in the real world.

Daden's visualisation of aircraft traffic 
approaching Los Angeles airport gives an 
idea of what is possible. Every minute the 
system gets data from radars in the USA 
and uses it to plot aircraft models in 3D 
over a scale map of Los Angeles.
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Use Example (if available)

Public Order

Virtual worlds are being used to provide 
simulation and training environments for the 
emergency and public order services. The ability 
to rehearse operations on copies of real 
buildings and real streets, complete with actors 
playing member of the public can enable higher 
levels of preparedness, and at lower costs, than 
relying on occasional real-world exercises alone.

Forterra works with several US 
Government agencies to hold first 
responder training exercises in virtual 
worlds. The US Department of Homeland 
Security is understood to have a virtual 
town in Second Life. Of course much of 
the work in this area is classified.

Service Delivery
There is scope for using virtual worlds as part of 
a Council's service delivery mechanism. The 
best suited services are probably those which 
involve social interaction and location – as this is 
where a virtual worlds strengths are. Least 
suited are probably those which are more 
transactional (eg renewing a library books – 
although a virtual world to support say virtual 
book groups makes more sense). Possibilities 
might be around social services, particularly 
taking advantage of the “anonymous intimacy” 
effect of virtual worlds, the avatar to avatar 
interaction encouraging open and frank 
communication, but anonymous communication 
since the avatar's true identity can be hidden.

Zoetemeer has built a virtual library in 
Second Life, although it is focussed on the 
transactional model.
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Use Example (if available)
Cultural Development
Virtual spaces offer artists a new (global) outlet 
for their creative skills and products. For 
instance we already know of one local artist who 
exhibits and sells their work through Second 
Life. Musicians are finding that a virtual world 
can offer an alternative to MySpace for exposure 
– actually allowing them to play live in front of a 
live audience – although everyone is 
represented as avatars. Events such as Ars 
Electronica are also showing how the unique 
capabilities of virtual worlds can be used to 
created so-called “mixed reality” events. The 
BBC and Channel 4 have already held arts 
events in virtual worlds. Virtual worlds can also 
be used as a platform for art generation – they 
can enable those with minimal resources to 
make films for instance, purely in the virtual 
space.

The Liverpool Philharmonic held a concert 
in Second Life. Should the CBSO be 
doing the same?

Historical Interpretation
There are numerous projects under way to re-
create historic locations within virtual worlds (eg 
the Virtual Rome project). Whilst such 3D CGI 
visualisations have been around for some some, 
the virtual worlds difference is again about 
making these experiences social, interactive, 
experiences, and ones which can be undertaken 
from almost any PC.

The ability to show and hide objects at will 
makes possible all sorts of multiple-era 
visualisations. For instance Digbeth High Street 
could be taken from 2008 to 1908 to 1808 at the 
flick of a virtual switch, and the Old Crown could 
still serve beer in each!

The Rome Reborn project was a 1.5m 
Euro visualisation of Ancient Rome. 

Education
There is considerable interest from Universities, 
Colleges and Schools in virtual worlds as an 
educational environment. Daden are already 
working with 2 local Universities (Coventry and 
BCU) to develop virtual worlds presences, and 
both they and the Serious Games Institute have 
had approaches from FE Colleges and Schools. 
Interestingly the focus is not on using the spaces 
for distance learning, but rather to create more 
compelling learning environments, or to provide 
virtual alternatives to expensive real-life 
activities.

To not include a consideration of virtual worlds in 
any Building Schools for the Future programme 

A virtual Millennium Point under 
construction for BCU.
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Use Example (if available)
will be to miss a technology whose impact on 
education could be as great as that of the web 
and the PC.

Health
Several health projects are already under way in 
virtual worlds. These include visualisations for 
future hospitals (eg Imperial College's work in 
London), training Health and Care professionals 
(eg Coventry Universities PREVIEW project), 
direct public education (e.g. NHS Direct's island 
in Second Life), and indirect education (e.g. the 
DoH's sexual health education in the Habbo 
Hotel Teen virtual world). With the major health 
changes currently underway in Birmingham, and 
the overall shifts in models of provision, virtual 
worlds could be a key technology to developing 
a health and care service appropriate to the 21st 

Century.

Imperial College is building a Hospital of 
the Future to assist the NHS in London 
with the planning of future hospitals.

Commerce
The web has revolutionised commerce – and 
some commentators think that virtual worlds 
may have a similar effect. Whilst virtual worlds 
have been used for marketing campaigns (eg 
Nike, Toyota etc) the biggest benefits of virtual 
worlds for businesses at the moment are as their 
use as a virtual meeting space. As commerce 
becomes more global the ability to hold a virtual 
meeting, which is richer than an audio 

Diageo has created a large environment 
in Second Life for internal business 
meetings. They have cost-justified it 
completely in terms of the savings in cost, 
time and CO2 of the percentage of real-
world meetings it replaces.
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Use Example (if available)
conference but easier, cheaper and less hassle 
than a video conference, becomes a key 
business advantage. Companies such as 
Diageo are already investing significantly in this 
technology, but it can also be easily accessed by 
SMEs. Given that Birmingham has a strong 
manufacturing and design base (whether sheet 
steel or jewellery), the ability to also have 3D 
models within such a meeting could be a 
compelling case for their adoption.

The case for selling in a virtual world is less well 
proven at present. Much of the web commerce 
market is transactional – books, music etc. 
Interestingly it is the “social shopping” items 
(such as fashion, and even supermarket 
shopping) which have not taken off on the web 
which could work best in virtual worlds.

American Apparel were an early retailer in 
Second Life. Residents could buy either a 
virtual t-shirt for their avatar, or be linked 
through to the normal web site to buy a 
real t-shirt for themselves.

Social Exclusion
One of the most exciting aspects of virtual 
worlds is the way in which they have enabled 
some of those with disabilities to participate 
equally. As long as a user can use a keyboard 
and see the screen other users in a virtual world 
cannot tell that they are disabled. Virtual Worlds 
also offer up the opportunity for many people to 
re-engage socially, but within their own 
protected environment – again an example of 
anonymous intimacy.

Simon Stevens is a well known Coventry 
based personality. He has Cerebral Palsy, 
yet runs a night club in Second Life.

Employment
Virtual worlds could have a significant impact on 
employment patterns. The social space and 
collaborative tools they provide goes a long way 
to countering some of the down-sides of existing 
home and remote-working, and given the 
pressures to reduce environmental impact such 
technology could well be widely adopted. 

The biggest projects in this area are in the 
far east where countries like China are 
leapfrogging a generation in virtual world 
technology. China has initiated a Beijing 
Re-creation District project to support 7m 
users and allow every Beijing worker to 
choose each day whether they work from 
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Use Example (if available)
Combine this with the ease of collaborating with 
employees across the globe (Daden's team 
extends to Australia and the USA), and the 
ability to bring many currently excluded into the 
workforce (see above), and the potential impact 
is immense.

home in a virtual office, or in their real 
office.

The Serious Games Institute, Daden, 
Cisco and other organisations (eg NASA) 
are working on co-location technology and 
mixed reality spaces. This allows a real 
building to be duplicated in the virtual 
world, and be populated by avatars, some 
of whom are under the direct control of 
home workers, and others of which are 
under automated control – mirroring the 
movements – and potentially even the 
discussions and knowledge – of the real 
world inhabitants.

3. Possible Level of Fidelity

In planning for a Virtual Birmingham we need to be aware of the different levels of 
modelling or fidelity which are open to us. It is unlikely that a successful project could 
be undertaken at only one level of fidelity. The main levels are:

 Whole city 1:1 detailed – The most demanding level where a substantial 
part of the city (eg to Inner Ring Road, or even to the M42/M6/M5) is 
modelled at a 1:1 scale. Walking from New St to ICC takes the same time, 
and presents the same sights, as in real life (although you can probably fly if 
you're in a hurry!). The most complete and immersive experience.

 Whole city 1:1 blocked – As above but rather than having detailed textures 
on every building the majority of buildings are shaded in a neutral colour. 
Useful for planning and possibly purposes, but not as engaging.

 Large Scale Model – A similar area is covered but the effect is more akin to 
a model village, where the user can stride around the whole model relatively 
easily, and if required zoom down to get a street level view. A compromise 
between small-scale models and 1:1.

 Small Scale Model – Again a similar area, but now at the equivalent of a 
sand-table model scale, where the user can take in the entire model in one 
view. Good for higher level planning and interpretation

 Specific 1:1 Modelling – 1:1 scale recreation of specific locations (eg the 
BCU build of Millennium Point) – fully detailed and immersive.

 Imagined 1:1 Modelling – Not everything we build in a virtual world need be 
a copy of a real building. Indeed with the freedoms of movement and 
malleability of the environment real buildings usually work less well then 
imagined buildings. For many uses we may be better creating new spaces for 
a Virtual Birmingham, rather than recreating old (and even Victorian) ones.
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The table below maps these levels to the main uses detailed above.

Use 1:1 Detailed 1:1 Blocked Large 
Model

Small 
Model

Specific 
1:1

Imagined
1:1

Governance/ 
Meetings

Low No No No Medium High

Planning Medium Medium High High High Low

Investment Low Low High High High Low

Tourism High Low High Medium High Low

Community 
Development

High Low Medium Low High Medium

Infrastructure 
Management

Medium Medium High High No Low

Public Order High Low Medium Low High Low

Service Delivery No No No No Medium High
Cultural 
Development

Low No Medium Low Medium High

Historical 
Interpretation

Medium Low High Medium High Low

Education Low Low Low Medium Medium High
Health Low Low Low Low Medium High
Commerce Medium Low No No Medium High
Social Exclusion Low No No No Medium High
Employment Medium No No No Medium High
“Score” 25 12 23 19 34 32

This suggests that a possible focus could be:

 Building key 1:1 areas and imaged spaces to support specific initiatives
 Using a small/large model as an intermediate briefing and linking environment
 Gradually moving to a full city realisation

We will revisit this table again after looking at the different virtual worlds technologies.

4. Virtual World Technologies

The last few years have seen the emergence of a variety of different virtual worlds 
technologies. It may be remembered that prior to the HTML based World Wide Web 
there were a variety of different “text” network standards and technologies including 
Internet technologies  like Gopher and FTP, proprietary systems like AOL, Prodigy 
etc, and bulletin board, mailing list and chat systems. Each was incompatible with the 
other. We are in a similar state with virtual worlds today. When HTML emerged as an 
open standard and was widely adopted almost all of these other technologies either 
faded away, or found a way to link themselves to the web.
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Soon after HTML emerged a complementary open technology for virtual worlds was 
created – Virtual Reality Mark-up Language (VRML). However this was never widely 
adopted. Most experts expect that some similar standard will re-emerge within the 
virtual worlds space, but that its widespread adoption may be 5 – 10 years away. 
During this period any investor in virtual worlds will have to accept that they may 
have to move technologies prior to this standards emergence, and may have to 
migrate to the standard. 

We can divide the virtual world technologies according to several classifications. The 
following table summarises some key classifications. It excludes the more game 
based worlds (eg Habbo Hotel) which may have some relevance for 
communications/marketing/eduction, but would not be built in by the Council.

Category Description Examples Appropriateness

Access 
Mechanism

Does the world run in a 
browser or is it a 
downloadable application. 
Although most of the 
advanced virtual worlds are 
currently downloadable 
applications there is a view 
that mass adoption will only 
occur when they are browser 
(or console) based.

Plug-ins are an intermediate 
level, but are generally best 
avoided unless they are 
widely adopted (eg Flash)

Application: Second 
Life, Olive, Google 
Earth, OpenSim, Virtual 
Earth, QWAQ

Browser: Google Maps

Browser based worlds 
will be better for 
occasional users and to 
reach a wider audience

Representation Does the world represent you 
as an avatar, or do you have 
an “objective” viewpoint and 
no avatar.

Avatar: Second Life, 
Olive, OpenSim

Objective: Google Earth, 
Virtual Earth

QWAQ uses a “block” 
avatar

Lack of an avatar 
reduces the immersive 
and social nature of the 
worlds – and almost by 
definition no avatar 
means single user.

Flexibility/Agility Worlds offer not only varying 
degrees of flexibility (ie doing 
a wide variety of things), but 
also of agility (ie how quickly 
can you do new things)

Rigid: “Fly-throughs” 

Flexible: Olive, Google 
Earth, QWAQ

Agile: Second Life

The more flexible and 
agile the solution the 
easier it will cope as 
requirements change 
and evolve, and the 
more levels of Fidelity it 
can support.

Object 
Creation/Import

Almost the flip side of agency. 
How are objects created in 
the world. The main 
differentiation is between 
creation in external 
programmes (eg 3D Studio 
Max, Collada), and creation 
within the world. The former 
makes moving objects 
between worlds easier, the 
latter makes community 
participation easier.

In world: Second Life, 
Active Worlds

Imported: Almost 
everything else

In-world creation is bet 
suited for community led 
projects and where 
flexibility is important. 

Imported solutions will 
provide some degree of 
future-proofing as 
models can be moved 
from world to world.
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Category Description Examples Appropriateness

World or Platform Are you creating in an existing 
“world”, or building a space 
which is completely controlled 
by you

World: Second Life, 
Alpha World, Sony 
Home

Platform: Olive, Second 
Life Grid, Multiverse, 
QWAQ, OpenSim etc

Worlds already have 
audiences that can gain 
access to what you 
build, but you have no 
control over what they 
might build and do in 
their own parts of the 
world.

With platforms you need 
to bring in your own 
audience., but have total 
control.

Private or Public Is the world you are creating 
or working in going to be open 
to the public (and for free or 
per subscription/per use)

Second Life, Alpha 
World and Sony Home 
are public spaces, 
although you can define 
private spaces within 
them.

All other technologies 
can create private or 
public worlds.

Public worlds are 
needed for mass use, 
and private spaces are 
best suited to internal 
operations and sensitive 
discussions.

Hosting Is the service run by a third 
party, or can the code run on 
your own dedicated servers

3rd Party: Second Life, 
Alpha World, Olive 
Hosted, QWAQ

Local: Olive, Second 
Life Grid, Multiverse, 
OpenSim 

Hosted services provide 
quick and easy access, 
and can support public 
access without 
significant investment in 
server farms. 

Local servers provide 
complete control over 
security.

There is not space here to detail every virtual world technology. Instead we have 
chosen the ones that we think are most appropriate to a Virtual Birmingham project. 
A fuller list is at Annex B. We have got to recognise that virtual worlds are a complete 
media in themselves – they are not just an extension of the web. As such Virtual 
Birmingham must be prepared to support more than one technology if appropriate to 
its goals.
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World/Platform Description Image Users Typical Project 
Cost

Second Life Application, very agile, 
public world, own build 
system,  hosted

12m 
registrations, 
many Global 
500 companies

£10k - £30k

Second Life 
Grid

Private platform on 
local servers version of 
SL

As SL Not yet fully 
launched

£20k - £50k

OpenSim Open source equivalent 
of Second Life grid

As SL Growing 
educational use

£20k - £50k

Forterra's Olive Application, flexible, 
private platform, 
imported builds, local 
servers. Also available 
in hosted version.

High end 
corporate and 
defence/medical 
users, but 
beginning to 
move in to 
Education 

£100k+?

Multiverse Application, flexible, 
private platform, 
imported builds, local 
servers. Also available 
in hosted version.

Shared registration 
system to ease cross-
world movement.

Only released in 
3Q07, no major 
users, most 
development so 
far appears to 
be game based

£50k - £100k+

QWAQ Application, flexible, 
private platform, 
imported builds, hosted 
servers. Also available 
in local version.

Focussed purely on 
meetings.

Launched late 
2007, mainly 
aimed at 
Corporates

$60/user/month 
plus optional 
build costs £5k - 
£10k

Google Earth Application, 
flexible/agile, public 
world, imported builds, 
hosted server.

Real world satellite 
imagery and terrain 
data. A “mirror world”

Currently no avatars, 
but rumoured to be 
coming.

Wide public and 
private use

£5k - £20k to do 
a Birmingham 
visualisation 
exercise in 3D 
on top of 
existing 
mapping
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World/Platform Description Image Users Typical Project 
Cost

Games 
Platforms (eg 
Unreal, Crysis)

Application, flexible, 
private platform, 
imported builds, local 
servers. 

Adopt gaming platforms 
for commercial use.

Limited 
commercial 
application so 
far, but some 
interesting 
activity (eg 
CASA with a 
model of London 
in Crysis, and by 
Alex Jemovic 
with Coventry)

£30k - £100k+

Visualisation 
tools (eg 
Grdi108)

Application or plug-in, 
fixed, private platform, 
imported builds, local 
servers. 

No avatar, and usually 
not multi-user

A limited 
exercise has 
been done with 
Grid 108 in 
Birmingham we 
understand

Unknown

Note that Active Worlds has been excluded since it is relatively old technology and in 
decline. Sony Home has been excluded since it is likely to be a very controlled 
environment and only accessible from PS3s. Google Maps is a web technology, 
rather than virtual worlds. Virtual Earth offers similar capabilities to Google Earth.

A tentative mapping of these worlds to our use cases is below.

Use SL SLG/

Open 
Sim

Olive Multi-
verse

QWAQ Google 
Earth

Games 
Engines

Fly-
throughs

Governance/ 
Meetings

High Medium Medium Low High No Low No

Planning Medium Medium High High Low High High High

Investment High Low Medium Medium Medium High Medium High

Tourism High Low Medium Medium No High Medium Medium

Community 
Development

High Low Low Low No Medium Low Low

Infrastructure 
Management

High Medium Medium Low Medium High Low Low

Public Order Medium High High Medium No No Medium No

Service 
Delivery

High Low Medium Medium Medium No Medium No

Cultural 
Development

High Low Low Medium No No Medium No

Historical 
Interpretation

High Low High Medium No Low Medium Low
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Use SL SLG/

Open 
Sim

Olive Multi-
verse

QWAQ Google 
Earth

Games 
Engines

Fly-
throughs

Education Medium High Medium Medium Low Low Medium Low

Health Medium Medium High Medium Low No Medium No

Commerce High Low Medium Medium No No Medium No

Social 
Exclusion

High Low Medium Medium Low No Medium No

Employment High High High Medium High No Medium No

“Average” 41 25 33 28 16 16 28 12

The score are not meant to suggest a single “winner”, but rather the ability of a single 
platform to meet all the requirements – in reality it will be better to pick best of breed 
for each need as far as budget allows – although there is merit in choosing not too 
many different platforms.

A mapping to model type is also useful:

Fidelity SL SLG/

Open 
Sim

Olive Multi-
verse

QWAQ Google 
Earth

Games 
Engines

Fly-
throughs

1:1 Detailed Low Low High Medium No Low Medium High

1:1 Blocked Low Low High Medium No Low Medium High

Large Model High High Medium Medium Low High Medium High

Small Model High High Low Low Medium High Low Low

1:1 Specific High High High High Medium No High No

1:1 Imagined High High High High High No High Medium

“Score” 14 14 15 13 8 8 13 12

Of course neither sets of tables and scores reflects the relative costs of each 
platform.

In general the conclusions could be:

 A public world such as Second Life is best suited to projects which aim to get 
large scale citizen involvement or external visitors, but is less suited to full 
scale large builds and private usage where security is a significant issue 
(although SL Grid and Open Sim may address the latter in due course)

 Worlds like QWAQ and Google Earth are good options for specific activities 
(meetings and solo, whole city real-world visualisation respectively)

 Platforms based on imported models and with no space restrictions (eg Olive, 
Games platforms), offer the best alternative for whole city 1:1 based 
modelling as a multi-user environment, or for simulations where security is a 
major issue
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5. A Virtual World Strategy

The variety of use cases, and the range of platforms and approaches available 
suggests that there is most unlikely to be a one-size-fits-all solution. The strategy will 
need to prioritise use cases, ideally choose best of breed for the key cases, and then 
use these platforms to serve the lower priority cases.

However is it important that the use of these different worlds is part of a greater plan, 
and that wherever possible the worlds are in some way linked. For instance:

 Second Life, and probably Olive and other worlds, can import data from 
Google Earth (but not mapping imagery)

 Olive (and to a limited extent Second Life) can make use of the Collada 3D 
models used in Google Earth

 Most worlds can links users via URLs to other worlds (and even locations) – 
but only via the web. Direct movement of avatars between worlds is not 
currently possible

 QWAQ may shortly be able to embed Google Earth in the world (eg as a 
dynamic table display). Olive and Second Life could also possibly support this 
in due course

Whatever options are chosen some form of simple web portal to direct people to the 
right world for the right uses, and to display data coming back from these worlds, will 
be essential.

The strategy also needs to manage risk through building knowledge and trying to 
retain some portability of IPR. This is likely to require some form of phased approach, 
for instance:

 Building key 1:1 areas and imagined spaces to support specific initiatives
 Using a small/large model as an intermediate briefing and linking environment
 Gradually moving to a full city realisation

6. The Benefits for Birmingham

As stated at the beginning although several cities have taken some first steps into 
virtual worlds, no city in the UK, or event Europe to our knowledge, has a coherent 
virtual worlds strategy. The immediate benefit to Birmingham is to become the pace-
setter within the space, showing the UK, European and Global community that it is 
embracing this new technology in a managed way for the benefit of its citizens.

Beyond that though we believe that virtual worlds offer the city real, tangible benefits, 
both for its own operations, for its citizens, and for the economy, success and 
prestige of the city. These could include:

 More public participation in council affairs  and consultations through open 
meetings in virtual spaces
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 Better planning decisions and consultations through model and 1:1 based 
realisations that can be experienced as social spaces by potential users

 More inward investment through state-of-the-art presentation within or around 
3D models of the city

 More tourism, and happier tourists, through better “electronic recce's”, and a 
wider appreciation of the city's attractions

 Better community development through getting communities involved in the 
creation of their own virtual environments, and using those to plan their own 
changes and improvements

 Better infrastructure management through combination of varied data within a 
shared, immersive space

 Better readiness for public order incidents through better training in 
simulations of real environments

 Better delivery of services to some hard to reach people by taking advantage 
of the “anonymous intimacy” that virtual worlds encourage

 Better cultural development through using virtual worlds to showcase the 
city's art and culture to both a local (but housebound) and global audience, 
within a social environment

 Improved historical interpretation through the use of “4D” cities, where time 
can be overlaid on 3D models

 Better educational outcomes for our children through the co-ordination of 
emerging virtual worlds initiatives in city schools, encouragement for wider 
adoption, and co-ordination with Building Schools for the Future

 Better health and social care through the co-ordination of emerging virtual 
worlds initiatives in the medical sector such as virtual patients and hospital 
visualisation

 Improved commerce, particularly on a global scale, by helping SMEs take 
advantage of avatar based meeting technology

 Addressing social exclusion issues in the less-able and house/hospital/care-
home bound by letting them express themselves without physical limitations 
on an equal basis with others within a virtual world

 Creating a workforce for the 21st Century that has the right skills and can take 
advantage of virtual world technology to support remote working and 
collaboration, making our citizens a true part of the global workforce

 Reducing the environmental impact of the city through greater use of virtual 
spaces.

There is likely to be grass roots and local activity in virtual worlds regardless of what 
the City chooses to do. The opportunity is to encourage, support, facilitate and co-
ordinate this activity to that the City as a whole can benefit, both locally and in the 
eyes of the world.
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7. Contact Us

If you would like more information about virtual worlds and the topics discussed here 
then please contact us:

 by email: info@daden.co.uk

 by phone:+44 (0)121 698 8520

 by web: www.daden.co.uk

 by Skype: daden5

Videos of our work in virtual worlds are posted to You Tube at 
www.youtube.com/dadenmedia.

Virtual Birmingham Discussion Paper 01 18 © 2008 www.daden.co.uk

http://www.youtube.com/dadenmedia
http://www.daden.co.uk/
mailto:info@daden.co.uk


Annex A
Cities in Virtual Worlds

City Presence World
London Unconnected activities in SL, eg NHS 

with Imperial, fan based Virtual 
Knightsbridge, CASA modelling of 
London in SL and Crysis

Manchester 4 island presence around the Urbis 
museum and Conference Centre. Not 
much activity for 6 months

Liverpool Small build of area around the Cavern, 
and the LPO concert hall as part of the 
City of Culture

Dublin Virtual Dublin project by Trinity College 
using 3D visualisation tools - 
http://isg.cs.tcd.ie/hamilljp/TCDModel/in
dex.html

Dublin in SL created by expat living in 
London
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Amsterdam Fan recreation in SL. Sold for $50,000 
US.

Zoetemeer A Dutch city that has a council led 
presence in Second Life

http://www.shapingthoughts.com/2007/0
2/15/first-real-city-in-second-life-
zoetermeer

Beijing A planned “re-creation” project using the 
Mind-Arks' Entropia game platform

http://www.virtualworldsnews.com/2007/
05/entropia_univer.html
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Annex B

Virtual Worlds List

Linden Lab – Second Life
Linden Lab – Second Life Grid
Makena's There
Forterra' Olive
Protosphere
Croquet
Qwaq
Multiverse
Kaneva
Active Worlds
OSMP
Mindark Entropia
Transmutable's Ogoglio – Tomorrow's Places
Areae – Metaplaces
Twinity
HiPiHi
Unreal Engine
CryEngine
Native VRML/X3D
Flash

Closed and/or Isometric Worlds which can probably be excluded:

Sony Home
Habbo Hotel
MMORPGs
Whyville
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