Near™ FAQs

What is Near™?

At its simplest Near is a 3D browser for cities.  It’s an astonishingly accurate digital recreation of the world’s great cities; the places we go to meet, shop, do business, relax and explore. 
So how do I use it?

You can access Near in the same way that you would an application like Second Life or World of Warcraft. Download it onto your computer and you can start to explore.  Your internet connection links you to friends and other users.  

How much is this all going to cost me?

Nothing.

What will I find?

When you enter a Near city, such as Near London™, it’s a little like stepping out from London’s underground (metro) onto the streets of the city itself.  You’ll find the streets laid out just as they are in real life, all the shops and offices in their correct positions (but no traffic) and you’ll share it with the other users, just as you would in the real London.
So what can I do there?

The obvious starting point is to explore.  When it’s launched Near London will focus on Oxford Street, regents Street and Bond Street and expand over the coming months to cover the whole West End including Mayfair, Soho, St James’, Bloomsbury and Covent Garden. 
Next you might investigate the shops.  Near is set up so that the owner of those real life shops can have a presence in the virtual world.  Most participating retailers are starting with their shop windows, arranged so you can click on individual items and deep link through to that same item on the store’s website.  In due course you’ll be able to go shopping in a 3D recreations of actual outlets or step into other 3D worlds created by our partners containing products, entertainment or games.  At a minimum all shops, participating or not, will offer website links and essential details like opening times and contact numbers when you click on them.
Then there’s entertainment.  Near will soon feature streamed videos, games, virtual concerts and much more.

Or you can use it as a 3D extension of your social networking sites and meet your friends online in a city you all know or one you want to explore.  You can use NearLondon with Facebook and chat with friends as you wander round the streets ‘together’.
Lastly Near is a world of discovery with lots to learn about the city that you’re exploring, from who built its greatest buildings, who lived in them and what happened nearby, to trips around virtual museums and galleries – where you can be curator for a day.

So I have to create an avatar?

No.  Near just uses beams of light to represent users in public spaces within Near.  Near isn’t a virtual world which you experience through a ‘3rd person you’, it’s a portal through which you explore the web in 3D.  We felt it better to make it as simple as possible to use NearLondon as a tool. 
So how will my friends recognise me?

If you link to Near through Facebook, (other social networks will be pluggable in due course), your friend’s names will appear over their placeholders and they will be able to identify you. 
What’s the appeal to businesses?

Simple; businesses that pay for a prime position in the real world can now leverage that online.  Traffic in Near London and the other Near cities that will follow it is likely to follow much the same pattern as in real life with users congregating and exploring the main streets before they head down the side roads – not least because the big retail brands tend to group together.

They have sole rights to their virtual site.  Only Selfridges will be able to use the Selfridges store on Near’s virtual Oxford Street – Dave’s Discounts won’t be able to steal in and take it from under their noses – again there’s a firm link between real life and Near life.

The financial barrier to entry is set low.  Stores pay when they update their windows and for other services.
Is that all business can do with Near?

Just like a real city Near cities provide a whole range of opportunities for businesses to promote themselves.  There will soon be advertising hoardings in Near.  There will be sponsorship opportunities for concerts and exhibitions and public areas where they can display products.  

However just as with a real city these will be sensibly managed.  If there was too much advertising in Bond Street it would ruin the environment, and not being able to walk down Oxford Street for car companies’ displays of their latest models would become tedious.  

The best real cities have generally found the right balance and Near will follow their lead.

So what’s the Big Idea?

The big idea is also simple; human life has shape and context, the internet broadly does not.  At present the internet is like a room full of piles of paper with tools to help you find the piece of paper you need.

By arranging internet content around a real environment in a way that reflects real life Near offers an intuitive and contextual gateway to many of the internet’s most popular applications.
Does it need to be a copy of the real world to do that?

Providing a digital carbon copy of the real world does a number of things.

It offers familiarity and context.  If you know the city in the real world you’ll be able to find your way around it in Near.  If it’s a city that’s new to you you’ll be able to familiarise yourself with its Near twin.
We all understand how cities work.  After all real cities are grow organically as the result of people getting together to meet, shop, do business, enjoy life and explore.  
Near’s realistic virtual world also provides visual cues how to behave.  If you want an anarchic world where anything goes there are plenty of sites like Second Life you can visit.  The difference between a virtual world like Second Life and NearLondon is rather like the difference between the Burning Man festival and Oxford Street.  Burning Man draws people who want to head out into the Nevada desert, build strange structures, take their clothes off and let it all hang out.  Oxford Street draws people who want a shirt, a new pair of shoes or simply pass time over a coffee with friends.
Some partner companies may eventually wish to provide specific areas, such as clubs or restaurants where they set the rules; for instance they may allow you to use an avatar but dress that avatar for you in their brand of clothing, or provide your avatar with evening dress.  They may also allow a variety of standards of behaviour.
But in public areas Near will operate very much the same sort of standards as you’d expect from your favourite cities.

So when will I be able to explore Near London?

We’ve already built large chunks of it and will be launching the demo in late 2009.

So what other cities will Near be building?

Clearly just like real world real estate the most valuable virtual real estate will be in the prime areas of the world’s favourite cities.  The priorities after London will be Tokyo and New York.  North America offers other fantastic locations; Miami, L.A. and Toronto, just to name a few.  Asia offers Hong Kong, Shanghai, Singapore and Mumbai.  Dubai would be an obvious choice from the Middle East, Cape Town in Africa, Sydney in Australasia, Rio in South America – while Europe is probably the toughest; how do you choose between Paris, Rome, Madrid, Prague, Amsterdam, Budapest, Stockholm, Berlin, Krakow and Athens?  Even that list will leave out many people’s favourites.

How will you move between cities?

We’ll probably offer a couple of options, one involving a trip to the airport and another providing instant teleportation.  People will have a choice between exploration and experience on the one hand and convenience and speed on the other. 

NearGlobal’s sister company, Earthsim, lets users explore planet Earth and the solar system using the same technology platform. We’re planning on integrating the two products in 2010. 
All very well but what I really want to do is to drive round London like Hamilton and Button…

NearLondon will feature games.  The first has already been built and will be launched shortly in partnership with BeBroadband.

Oh – so I could build a game around Near London…

Indeed.  We could give the city a Victorian makeover, remove any anachronistic buildings and add in period facades so you could use it for a Sherlock Homes game.  Populate it with guys in battle armour and you could have a post apocalyptic conflict for control of London 2020.  Professional games studios can licence the cityscape, leaving you add the game elements and we can link whatever you make to the original NearLondon. 

So why can’t someone else just go and build their own virtual London?
In time we are sure they will, but they will need the right software platform.  We chose a technology called Q created by London based Qube Software.  

Its key advantages are that it can handle the massive amount of data needed to build a virtual city and host tens of thousands of users in the space.  It has ‘background data streaming’ – all you need to know it that it’s busy loading the next bit while you’re walking around so there are no boring ‘loading’ screens.  It can work on any platform – Windows, Linux, OSX (Apple), Xbox 360, Sony PS3, PS2, Wii etc, allowing us to release NearLondon for different platforms when the demand is there.  It also provides a software basis for games and applications of any type.

Q’s 3D middleware competitors don’t currently offer the same power and flexibility.  Most are just built for one sort of game, a limited range of platforms or both, or lack the power to build an experience like NearLondon.

