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Virtual real estate boom draws real dollars .

By Michael Learmanth, Reutets.

NEW YORK — Rising Interest rates have yet o cool white-hot
real estate prices. Pethaps that's why the concept of virtual
home ownership has captured the imagination of a growing
nurhber of online gamers, who are.plunking down real cash for
their own slice of the digital frontier.
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Latge swathes of unideveloped online property, some bearkig an uncanny resemblance
to a palm-studded West Coast beachfront idyll, are selling for up to $550 an dcre. FRE E
That amount Is but a song compared with real world real estate, but these are Kotorela Modem®

computerized represeittations of property — pretty pictures, i you will— & an online
graphic role-playing game known as Second Life:

and 375

cash back!

/V -The'dﬁ of land own ;“‘:-" and @ gage W DWW iand and t-
som; . » sald Philip Rosedsle, CEO of Second Life creator,
an Francisco-based Linden Labs.

‘Second Life s a relatively new éntry info the' world of Massively Muftiplayer Online o1 e , <
games, knawn to enthusfasts as MMOs. (Somie refer to them :y&'MMORPGs. massively SIGN UP oW :
multuser online role-playing games.) Like Sony’s EverQuest and Electranic Arts' The S

Simts Ofiline, players create their owni civilizations and Interact with athers living
ditemative lives online.

Starfing 8 "second ife” costs $9.95 & month and requires & dowriload at the.game's Web

site and a falrly powerful Mac or Windows-based computer. Current players drange

';velo:sntin%arﬁes for newbies and often help point them toward plots available for virtual
omesteading.

Thie Second Life world is « litle over a year old, but in its accelerated ecasystem, whete
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players fly and don't waste time eating or going to the bathroom, a' commercial society
has quickly emerged — complete with gtotes, drtisans, charitfes and social clubs.

Linden decided to allow the buying and selling of property in the Second Life world ki
December, ending & land-rush system where players dashed into new land created as
Linden added new servers to place thelr clalms.

“Fhat was fun, but pecple in Second Life are bullding businesses, gelling cars and
clothing. it seemed dumb to have how fast you can mave determine what land you were
able to get,” Rosedale said.

It tumis. out people are miotivated to buy virtual real estate for some of the sdme-reasons
they buy it iry the real world.

"My vision Is to buy real estate in Sacond Life with one. or two otfier investors-and maike it
&Vari’gh to new players as-a business,” says a Porland-based player kriown as Merwin
arker.

Like mariy players, Marker doesn't want too many: detalls. of his “first life™ to. sully the
fantasy he's bullt i Second Life. He allows that he Is male, middié-aged, and runs a
home-based healtficare recrulting business.

Marker ownsg an: acean-front spread on which he hieads Awakening Avatars, the fourth-
miost-popular social group in the gamie.

His two-thirds of an acre property could fetch as much as 10 Liriden dollars a square
;neﬁt;rk:r $106 attoday's exchange rate, & bit higher than the average price of about
"an acre.

All goods and services in the game can be fransacted.in elther Linder or U.S. dollars.
One entreprerieur and Second Life player runs a curréncy exchange.

Gamers have long laid down hard currency to buy virtual objects. Ebay does a brisk
trade in currency and arfifacts ffom the fantasy world, Ultima Online. But the prices pald:
for Linden propetty are breaking new ground.

Since the company began all the sale of property, growth of the game Increased by
two-thirds  and the: company adds en 30 and 40 new computers.a morith, each
creating a new Island out of an endless digital sea.

Property is taxedgr "The Lindens," as the overseers of Second Life are known, and
E‘oz‘edall: g:ys' real estate tax revenue now exveeds subscriptioris-for the closely held
nden Labis.

The company, which is backed by Latus founder and high-tech investor Kitchell Kapor,
has about 10,000 active players.

Second Lifers are free to think big, and many do, so Linden this spring began offering the
ultimate prize for the-acquisttive — the private vittual island. The going price: $980 up
frontand $195 a month to maintain. )

Rosedale says st virtual Islands are currently on offer, which the corparny will desigrtto
lf\cspeefﬁbgsom of any player, ot group of players who wish to own one. ¢

“Land ownership feels-important and fangible* he says. "It's & real piece of the future.”
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