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As other musicians were settling down on their sofas during

lockdown, Travis Scott was seizing the virtual moment. On

April 23rd the American hip-hop star staged a concert that

was attended live online by more than 12m people within

the three-dimensional world of “Fortnite”, a video game

better known for its cartoonish violence. As the show

began, the stage exploded and Mr. Scott appeared as a giant,

stomping across a surreal game landscape (pictured). He

subsequently turned into a neon cyborg, and then a deep-

sea diver, as the world filled with water and spectators swam

around his giant figure. It was, in every sense, a truly

immersive experience. Mr. Scott’s performance took place in

a world, of sorts—not merely on a screen.

Meanwhile, as other betrothed couples lamented the

cancellation of their nuptials, Sharmin Asha and Nazmul

Ahmed moved their wedding from a hip Brooklyn venue

into the colourful world of “Animal Crossing: New

Horizons”, a video game set on a tropical island in which

people normally spend their time gardening or fishing. The

couple, and a handful of friends, took part in a torchlit

beachside ceremony. Mr. Ahmed wore an in-game

recreation of the suit he had bought for the wedding. Since

then many other weddings, birthday parties and baby

showers have been celebrated within the game.

Alternative venues for graduation ceremonies, many of

which were cancelled this year amid the pandemic, have

been the virtual worlds of “Roblox” and “Minecraft”, two

popular games that are, in effect, digital construction sets.

Students at the University of California, Berkeley, recreated

their campus within the game to stage the event, which

included speeches from the chancellor and vice-chancellor

of the university, and ended with graduates tossing their

virtual hats into the air.

People unversed in hip-hop or video games have been

spending more time congregating in more minimal online

environments, through endless work meetings on Zoom or

family chats on FaceTime—ways of linking up people

virtually that were unthinkable 25 years ago. These many

not seem anything like virtual realities—but they are online

spaces for interaction and the foundations around which

more ambitious structures can be built. “Together” mode,

an addition to Teams, Microsoft’s video-calling and

collaboration system, displays all the participants in a call

together in a virtual space, rather than the usual grid of

boxes, changing the social dynamic by showing participants

as members of a cohesive group. With virtual backgrounds,

break-out rooms, collaboration tools and software that

transforms how people look, video-calling platforms are

becoming places to get things done.

Though all these technologies existed well before the

pandemic, their widespread adoption has been “accelerated

in a way that only a crisis could achieve,” says Matthew Ball,

a Silicon Valley media analyst (and occasional contributor to

The Economist). “You don’t go back from that.”

This is a remarkable shift. For decades, proponents of

virtual reality (VR) have been experimenting with strange-

looking, expensive headsets that fill the wearer’s field of

view with computer-generated imagery. Access to virtual

worlds via a headset has long been depicted in books, such

as “Ready Player One” by Ernest Cline and “Snow Crash”

by Neal Stephenson, as well as in films. Mark Zuckerberg,

Facebook’s boss, who spent more than $2bn to acquire

Oculus, a VR startup, in 2014, has said that, as the

technology gets cheaper and more capable, this will be “the

next platform” for computing after the smartphone.

Computer-generated realities are becoming ubiquitous
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But the headset turns out to be optional. Computer-

generated realities are already everywhere, not just in

obvious places like video games or property websites that

offer virtual tours to prospective buyers. They appear

behind the scenes in television and film production,

simulating detailed worlds for business and training

purposes, and teaching autonomous cars how to drive. In

sport the line between real and virtual worlds is blurring as

graphics are super-imposed on television coverage of

sporting events on the one hand, and professional athletes

and drivers compete in virtual contests on the other. Virtual

worlds have become part of people’s lives, whether they

realise it or not.

Enter the Metaverse

This is not to say that headsets do not help. Put on one of

the best and the immersive experience is extraordinary.

Top-of-the-range headsets completely replace the wearer’s

field of vision with a computer-generated world, using tiny

screens in front of each eye. Sensors in the goggles detect

head movements, and the imagery is adjusted accordingly,

providing the illusion of being immersed in another world.

More advanced systems can monitor the position of the

headset, not just its orientation, within a small area. Such

“room-scale VR” maintains the illusion even as the wearer

moves or crouches down.

Tech firms large and small have also been working on

“augmented reality” (AR) headsets that superimpose

computer-generated imagery onto the real world—a more

difficult trick than fully immersive VR, because it requires

fancy optics in the headset to mix the real and the virtual.

AR systems must also take into account the positions and

shapes of objects in the real world, so that the resulting

combination is convincing, and virtual objects sitting on

surfaces, or floating in the air, stay put and do not jump

around as the wearer moves. When virtual objects are able

to interact with real environments, the result is sometimes

known as mixed reality (XR).

Despite several false dawns, there are now signs that, for

some industries, these technologies could at last be reaching

the right price and capability to be useful. A report in 2019

by PWC, a consultancy, predicts that VR and AR have the

potential to add $1.5trn to the world economy by 2030, by

spurring productivity gains in areas including health care,

engineering, product development, logistics, retail and

entertainment.

Because the display of information is no longer confined

by the size of a physical screen on a desktop or a mobile

device, but can fill the entire field of vision, the use of VR

and AR “creates a new and even more intuitive way to

interact with a computer,” notes Goldman Sachs, a bank,

which expects the market for such technology to be worth

$95bn by 2025. And these predictions were made before

the pandemic-induced surge of interest in doing things in

virtual environments.

Progress in developing virtual realities is being driven by

hardware from the smartphone industry and software from

the video-games industry. Modern smartphones, with their

vivid colour screens and motion sensors, contain everything

needed for VR: indeed, a phone slotted into a cardboard

viewer with a couple of lenses can serve as a rudimentary

VR headset. Dedicated systems use more advanced motion

sensors, but can otherwise use many of the same

components. Smartphones can also deliver a hand-held

form of AR, overlaying graphics and virtual items on

images from the phone’s camera.
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The most famous example of this is “Pokémon Go”, a

game that involves catching virtual monsters hidden around

the real world. Other smartphone AR apps can identify

passing aircraft by attaching labels to them, or provide

walking directions by superimposing floating arrows on a

street view. And AR “filters” that change the way people

look, from adding make-up to more radical

transformations, are popular on social-media platforms

such as Snapchat and Instagram.

On the software front, VR has benefited from a change in

the way video games are built. Games no longer involve

pixelated monsters moving on two-dimensional grids, but

are sophisticated simulations of the real world, or at least

some version of it. Millions of lines of code turn the

player’s button-presses into cinematic imagery on screen.

The software that does this—known as a “game engine”—

manages the rules and logic of the virtual world. It keeps

characters from walking through walls or falling through

floors, makes water flow in a natural way and ensures that

interactions between objects occur realistically and

according to the laws of physics. The game engine also

renders the graphics, taking into account lighting, shadows,

and the textures and reflectivity of different objects in the

scene. And for multiplayer games, it handles interactions

with other players around the world.

In the early days of the video-games industry, programmers

would generally create a new engine every time they built a

new game. That link was decisively broken in 1996 when id

Software, based in Texas, released a first-person-shooter

game called “Quake”. Set in a gothic, 3D world, it

challenged players to navigate a maze-like environment

while fighting monsters. Crucially, players could use the

underlying Quake Engine to build new levels, weapons and

challenges within the game to play with friends. The engine

was also licensed to other developers, who used it to build

entirely new games.

Using an existing game engine to handle the job of

simulating a virtual world allowed game developers, large

and small, to focus instead on the creative elements of

game design, such as narrative, characters, assets and overall

look. This is, of course, a familiar division of labour in

other creative industries. Studios do not design their own

cameras, lights or editing software when making their

movies. They buy equipment and focus their energies

instead on the creative side of their work: telling

entertaining stories.

Once games and their engines had been separated, others

beyond the gaming world realised that they, too, could use

engines to build interactive 3D experiences. It was a perfect

fit for those who wanted to build experiences in virtual or

augmented reality. Game engines were “absolutely

indispensable” to the growth of virtual worlds in other

fields, says Bob Stone of the University of Birmingham in

England. “The gaming community really changed the tide

of fortune for the virtual-reality community.”

Two game engines in particular emerged as the dominant

platforms: Unity, made by Unity Technologies, based in San

Francisco, and Unreal Engine, made by Epic Games, based

in Cary, North Carolina. Unity says its engine powers 60%

of the world’s VR and AR experiences. Unreal Engine

underpins games including “Gears of War”, “Mass Effect”

and “BioShock”. Epic also uses it to make games of its

own, most famously “Fortnite”, now one of the most

popular and profitable games in the world, as well as the

venue for elaborate online events like that staged in

conjunction with Mr. Scott.

Epic’s boss, Tim Sweeney, forecast in 2015 that there would

be convergence between different creative fields as they all

adopted similar tools. The ability to create photorealistic 3D

objects in virtual worlds is not just attractive to game

designers, but also to industrial designers, architects and

film-makers, not to mention hip-hop stars. Game engines,
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Mr. Sweeney predicted, would be the common language

powering the graphics and simulations across all those

previously separate professional and consumer worlds.

That is now happening, as the tools of virtual-world-

building spread into many areas. This Technology Quarterly

will explore where computer-generated realities are already

starting to make an impact—work, entertainment and

health are all seeing changes—and where the technology is

heading.

Building a complex, immersive, virtual social space, like the

“Metaverse” depicted in “Snow Crash” is the goal for many

serious minds in technology today. Mr. Sweeney sees the

Metaverse, or something like it, as the next iteration of the

web, where people can go to work, play games, shop or just

pass the time.

Similarly, Mr. Ball reckons game engines will become a base

layer for digital 3D worlds, a standard upon which new

industries will be built. Rather than predict specific future

results of this standardisation, he cites the introduction of

railways as a way to think about the many opportunities that

lie ahead. “What happens when you layer the country with

railroad infrastructure?” he asks. “What happens when you

massively drop the friction to experimentation and

creation?” When it comes to virtual worlds, that is now a

very real question. ■

This article appeared in the Technology Quarterly section

of the print edition under the headline "Reaching into other

worlds”
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Foreign Exchange
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Daily Quote

"The man who moves a mountain 

begins by carrying away small stones." 

-- Confucius

Feb. 2, 2017

TODAY’S TOP NEWS

Banks continue to grapple with higher bad loans amid the

economic fallout caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, the

Bangko Sentral ng Pilipinas (BSP) said. The central bank

said the gross non-performing loan (NPL) ratio of the

banking sector rose for the eighth straight month, hitting its

highest level in almost seven years.

Bad loans hit 7-year high

The Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) has

approved the offering of Del Monte Philippines Inc. of fixed-

rate bonds worth up to P7.5 billion. In its registration

statement, DMPI said it wants to offer P5 billion worth of

bonds with an oversubscription option of P2.5 billion.

Del Monte to issue P7.5 billion bonds

The board of Cebu Air has approved the company’s plan to

raise as much as $500 million through the issuance of

convertible preferred shares and convertible bond private

placement. The company expects proceeds of some $250

million from the stock rights offer, and another $250 million

from a private placement of convertible bonds.

CEB to raise funds via sale of bonds, stocks

Aboitiz InfraCapital Inc. is offering its small cell network to

telecos and ISPs to boost their coverage and capacity. Small

cells are expected to play a key role in the deployment of 5G,

which requires antenna density to deliver more data at faster

speeds. Telcos are looking to expand their 5G services

around the PH.

Aboitiz unit offers small cell network to telcos
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As of Oct. 8, 2020

US Dollar Philippine Peso

1 48.38

Tenor Rate

1Y 1.822

3Y 2.267

5Y 2.683

7Y 2.786

10Y 2.916

20Y 3.820

Previous Close: 1 Yr Return:

5,942.66 -21.39%

Open: YTD Return:

5,943.71 -23.95%

52-Week Range: Source:

4,039.15 - 8,216.92 Bloomberg

Rice Tariffication Law to boost GDP — NEDA

The National Economic and Development Authority

(NEDA) urged the public yesterday to give the Rice

Tariffication Law a chance to take effect in the structural

transformation of the economy and contribute to the growth

of the agriculture sector.
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Udenna Infrastructure Corporation (UIC) signed a P10-

billion deal for the construction of DITO towers and the

roll-out of fiber optic cables. The Master Service Agreement

(MSA), outlines the scope of work, responsibilities, and

work processes for the construction of 1,500 towers and the

laying of 1,400 km of fiber optic cabling

Udenna Infra wins P10-B deal from DITO

The government has signed 3 new contracts for the North-

South Commuter Railway System (NSCR) project. Package

1 amounted to P28.4-b was signed by the DOTr with

Hyundai E&C-Megawide-Dongah Joint Venture; Package 2,

P33.7-b, Acciona-Daelim Joint Venture; and Package 3,

P22.8-b, Italian-Thai Development Public Company Limited.

Govt inks deals for North-South Commuter Railway

Philippines and Russia are discussing potential

manufacturing of COVID-19 vaccine Sputnik V in the

country. While the discussion was still preliminary, they

appeared to be already gaining ground with Russia having

discussed the plan through their Manila embassy with the

DOH and the DOST.

Russia mulls manufacturing COVID-19 vaccine in PH

the Philippine Stock Exchange, Inc. (PSE) is eyeing to

launch new financial products next year to lure foreign

investors back to the local bourse. The bourse operator is

planning to introduce new sector classifications and indices

as part of its post-pandemic recovery plan.

PSE plans new financial products for 2021

The central bank is looking to release its digital banking

policy framework this year to provide guidance to financial

institutions. The BSP will make a distinct classification for

digital banks. By definition, digital banks will have zero or

minimal reliance on physical touch points as compared to

traditional lenders.

BSP to issue digital banking framework this year

8990 Holdings, Inc. has gained conditional approval from

the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) for its plan

to securitize P2.13-billion contract-to-sell receivables. 8990

has been selling its receivables in recent years to generate

funds without having to incur new debt.

8990 gets SEC nod to securitize P2.13-B receivables

Amid easing permitting bottlenecks, Globe Telecom plans to 

install at least 800 cell sites in the final quarter of 2020 to

meet rising demand. Globe said in a statement the rollout

would cover most parts of the country with Metro Manila

getting the lion’s share.

Globe promises more cell sites across the country

A cocktail of general lockdown, travel restrictions and

refinery shutdowns in the first half of 2020 resulted in a 28-

percent year-on-year drop in crude oil import volumes and

35 percent in the volume of refined petroleum imports.

Oil imports, refinery output slumped in H1

Amid gradually easing quarantine restrictions, economists

see a narrower economic contraction in the Philippines of

7.7 percent in the third quarter even as the full-year decline

in gross domestic product (GDP) was expected to be the

biggest in record, think tank Japan Center for Economic

Research (JCER) said.

PH economic contraction seen slower in Q3

Nine foreign companies have relocated from China and

invested P3.2b worth of projects in the Philippines since

2019, Trade Secretary Ramon Lopez said. “There were

investments from the Netherlands, Taiwan, US and China.

These are mostly manufacturing like factories for tennis

balls, traveling bags and internet accessories,” Lopez said.

9 companies relocate from China to PH — DTI
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Ant Group's $35 billion initial public offering (IPO) is

unlikely to suffer from any US restrictions on the Chinese

financial technology giant due to its very limited overseas

presence, potential investors and analysts said.

Ant Group's IPO unlikely to be hurt by US curbs

Lufax Holding, the operator of one of China’s biggest online

wealth management platform, filed to go public in the US

market, the latest Chinese company to shrug off concerns

about worsening relations between the world’s two largest

economies.

Fintech unicorn Lufax files for US stock offering

The United States’ trade deficit with Vietnam surged to an

all-time high in August, data released this week showed, just

days after the Trump administration announced an

investigation that could result in tariffs being slapped on the

Southeast Asian nation.

US trade deficit with Vietnam balloons to record high

China Evergrande Group completed about 71 per cent of its

US$29 billion target for the two months through October,

after offering its steepest discount in history to drive sales.

The world's most indebted developer is trying to cut debt by

bolstering sales, offering steep discounts at 800 projects

across the nation

Debt-ridden China Evergrande reaps $28b from sales

The parent of Malaysia Airlines has warned leasing firms

that state fund Khazanah will stop funding the group and

force it into a winding down process if restructuring talks

with lessors are unsuccessful, according to a letter seen by

Reuters.

Khazanah may stop to fund parent of Malaysia Airlines

Mastercard Inc MA.N has made a strategic investment in

fintech firm Marqeta Inc and extended an existing

partnership with the card issuing start-up. The company has

developed a platform that it says makes payment card issuing

and processing simpler and more efficient for businesses.

Mastercard backs card issuing start-up Marqeta

Advanced Micro Devices is in advanced talks to buy rival

chip maker Xilinx in a deal that could be valued at more

than US$30 billion (S$40.7 billion), the Wall Street Journal

reported late Thursday (Oct 8), citing people familiar with

the matter.

AMD in talks to buy Xilinx in over US$30b deal

TODAY’S TOP ASIAN NEWS

Morgan Stanley has agreed to buy Eaton Vance Corp for

about $7 billion in a cash-and-stock deal that can quickly

expand its investment-management business and add more

offerings for retail investors. The transaction is the latest

move by Chief Executive James Gorman to reshape Morgan

Stanley into one of the biggest global money managers.

Morgan Stanley to buy Eaton Vance for $7 billion

AT&T's media-entertainment unit WarnerMedia is set to

unveil significant jobs cuts in response to the economic

impact on the sector from the coronavirus pandemic, the

Wall Street Journal reported on Thursday. The report, citing

unnamed sources, said the division is seeking to cut costs by

up to 20 percent.

AT&T's WarnerMedia readies job cuts: report

TODAY’S TOP GLOBAL NEWS

L'Oreal to close some US stores, cut 400 jobs

L'Oreal plans to close retail locations as part of a

restructuring of its US luxury operations as the company

grapples with severe changes to consumer behavior amid the

pandemic.
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