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Ogreto Slay? Outsource It to Chinese

By DAVID BARBOZA

FUZHOU, China- One of China's newest factories operates hetteeihasement of an old warehouse. Posters of
World of Warcraft and Magic Land hang above a cafpgoung people glued to their computer screeosnging
away at their keyboards in the latest hustle foneyo

The people working at this clandestine locale gadd farmers." Every day, in 12-hour shifts, thelay" computer
games by killing onscreen monsters and winninddmtharvesting artificial gold coins and othetwal goods as
rewards that, as it turns out, can be transformexreal cash.

That is because, from Seoul to San Francisco,eatfflanline gamers who lack the time and patieneeoid their way
up to the higher levels of gamedom are willing &y the young Chinese here to play the early rotmmahem.

"For 12 hours a day, 7 days a week, my colleagndd are killing monsters,"” said a 23-year-old gamko works
here in this makeshift factory and goes by thenentiode name Wandering. "I make about $250 a muittich is
pretty good compared with the other jobs I've gl | can play games all day."

He and his comrades have created yet another ngwdss out of cheap Chinese labor. They are tappiaghe
fast-growing world of "massively multiplayer onligames," which involve role playing and often rerxechround
fantasy or warfare in medieval kingdoms or distzalaxies.

With more than 100 million people worldwide loggiog every month to play interactive computer gargasje
companies are already generating revenues of #8dha year from subscriptions, according to DF&lligence,
which tracks the computer gaming market.

For the Chinese in game-playing factories like ¢éhdéisough, it is not all fun and games. These wsrkave strict
guotas and are supervised by bosses who equipwiteracomputers, software and Internet connectiorthtash
online trolls, gnomes and ogres.

As they grind through the games, they accumulataalicurrency that is valuable to game playersiagdahe world.
The games allow players to trade currency to giterers, who can then use it to buy better arnmaglats, magic
spells and other accoutrements to climb to higéneels or create more powerful characters.

The Internet is now filled with classified adveeisents from small companies - many of them hefzhina -
auctioning for real money their powerful figurealled avatars. These ventures join individual gaméro started
marketing such virtual weapons and wares a fewsyago to help support their hobby.

"I'm selling an account with a level-60 Shamanyssane ad from a player code-named Silver Fire, udes QQ, the
popular Chinese instant messaging service heréimaC"If you want to know more details, let's chatQQ."

This virtual economy is blurring the line betweanthsy and reality. A few years ago, online subscsi started
competing with other players from around the woAldd before long, many casual gamers started askingr people
to baby-sit for their accounts, or play while tivegre away.

That has spawned the creation of hundreds - pethapsands - of online gaming factories here im@&hBy some
estimates, there are well over 100,000 young peaspiking in China as full-time gamers, toiling awiaydark
Internet cafes, abandoned warehouses, small ofilcéprivate homes.

Most of the players here actually make less thgnaater an hour, but they often get room, boardfeselcomputer
game play in these "virtual sweatshops."

"It's unimaginable how big this is," says Chen 24, who employs 20 full-time gamers here in Fuzhidbey say
that in some of these popular games, 40 or 50 peode¢he players are actually Chinese farmers."

For many online gamers, the point is no longer §mgpplay. Instead they hunt for the fanciest sivor the most
potent charm, or seek a shortcut to the thrillgzEfrang at the highest level. And all of that is#able - for a price.

"What we're seeing here is the emergence of viduakncies and virtual economies,” says Peterdwda longtime
gamer and a professor of philosophy at the UnityecdiMichigan, Ann Arbor. "People are making reabney here,
so these games are becoming like real economies.”

The Chinese government estimates that there an@lkdn online gamers in China, meaning that nearg in four
Internet users here play online games.

And many online gaming factories have come to réderme thousands of textile mills and toy factstieat have
moved here from Taiwan, Hong Kong and other pdrteeworld to take advantage of China's vast pbaheap
labor.

"They're exploiting the wage difference betweenth®. and China for unskilled labor," says Edwagest@nova, a
professor of telecommunications at Indiana Univg@nd the author of "Synthetic Worlds," a studylef economy of
online games. "The cost of someone's time is migdebin America than in China.”

But gold farming is controversial. Many hard-coesrgers say the factories are distorting the gamésit\V8 more, the
big gaming companies say the factories are viajatie terms of use of the games, which forbid pkaye sell their
virtual goods for real money. They have vowed tkrdown on those suspected of being small busiseasher than
individual gamers.

"We know that such business exists, and we arasigéi' says Guolong Jin, a spokesman for N-San@hinese joint
venture with NC Soft, the Korean creator of Lineawge of the most popular online games. "Playingegmshould be
fun and entertaining. It's not a way to trade ardenmoney."

Blizzard Entertainment, a division ¥fvendi Universaland the creator of World of Warcraft, one of therld's most
popular games with more than 4.5 million onlinesulers, has also called the trading illegal.

But little has been done to halt the mushroomigllmarket in virtual goods, many available foesaieBay,
Yahooand other online sites.

On eBay, for example, 100 grams of World of Wartcgald is available for $9.99 or two Uber charasfeom
EverQuest for $35.50. It costs $269 to be transplait Level 60 in Warcraft, and it typically takEs days to get the
account back at the higher level.

In fact, the trading of virtual property is so lative that some big online gaming companies hawvg@d into the
business, creating their own online marketplaces.

SonyOnline Entertainment, the creator of EverQuegppular medieval war and fantasy game, recentitede
Station Exchange. Sony calls the site an alteredatv'crooked sellers in unsanctioned auctions.”

Other start-up companies are also rushing in, @etsinternational brokers to match buyers anérseith different
countries, and contracting out business to Chigetaefarming factories.

"We're like a stock exchange. You can buy andveigiti us,” says Alan Qiu, a founder of the Shandissed
Ucdao.com"We farm out the different jobs. Some people dayant to get from Level 1 to 60,' so we find ssone
to do that."

Now there are factories all over China. In cerittahan Province, one factory has 300 computersnéther factory
in western Gansu Province, the workers log up todi@s a day.

The operators are mostly young men like Luo Gargg-gear-old college graduate who borrowed $25f00® his
father to start an Internet cafe that morphed angmld farm on the outskirts of Chongging in cdn@iaina.

Mr. Luo has 23 workers, who each earn about $75@m

"If they didn't work here they'd probably be worias waiters in hot pot restaurants," he saidgtoback to help
their parents farm the land - or more likely, hauog on the streets with no job at all.”

Here in coastal Fujian Province, several gold faparators offered access to their undergroundtiasirecently, on
the condition that their names not be discloseadse the legal and tax status of some of the apesat in question.

One huge site here in Fuzhou has over 100 compuatarseries of large, dark rooms. About 70 plagerdd be seen
playing quietly one weekday afternoon, while sorlaygrs slept by the keyboard.

"We recruit through newspaper ads," said the 30eslimg owner, whose workers range from 18 to 2%5syekl.
"They all know how to play online games, but theyiot willing to do hard labor."

Another operation here has about 40 computers liped the basement of an old dilapidated buildalpplaying the
same game. Upstairs were unkempt, closet-size ttoymiboms where several gamers slept on bunk lieddtoors
were strewn with hot pots.

The owners concede that the risks are enormousglobal gaming companies regularly shut accourgg suspect
are engaged in farming. And the government heceaisking down on Internet addiction now, monitormgre
closely how much time each player spends online.

To survive, the factories employ sophisticated gansitrategies. They hide their identities onlineg hackers to seek
out new strategies, and create automatic keyslgsdoavinnings.

But at some point, says Mr. Yu, the Fuzhou factpgrator who started out selling computer supg@liesnow has an
army of gamers outside his office here, he knowwilidhave to move on.

"My ultimate goal is to do Internet-based foreigade," he says, sitting in a bare office with acssteel safe under his
desk. "Online games are just my first step intolthginess."
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