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 Gaming AI Outside the Industry


Video games have been around for decades, from early creations like “pong” and “pac-man” to present-day titles, spawning more complexity and sophistication.  Though seeming very fake and illusive, games contain varying types of artificial intelligence that through interaction, challenges and forces the player to make decisions, which, through those decisions, determines the final outcome.  Artificial Intelligence in the gaming industry is evolving at a rapid rate and is getting so comprehensive and elaborate that we’re seeing it move outside the industry and into different areas for purposes other than entertainment.

Present-day games that depict real-time situations, from the development of artificial cities, complete with realistic surroundings and teeming with artificial characters, to war-time shooters, are getting more intricate with developers trying to implement different strategies that’ll push the boundary and get the player closer to facing the real thing.  As we’ve seen the gaming revolution evolve, Non-Playable Characters (NPCs) have been given more “Intelligence”, in that; they have more rules to base their actions upon and more different types of reactions depending on different cases. An NPC who’s an ally in a shooting game may provide cover-fire when facing opposition, keep lookout for swarming patrols or take cover when badly wounded.  As graphical and system limitations on character development seem to diminish, characters seem more intelligent, with more range in one’s action/reaction set.

Other outside divisions have seen the potential in the gaming industry and are counting on it for purposes other than entertainment.   The Army has enlisted present-day gaming technology and hopes to use this technology for the purpose of training soldiers. The ICT (Institute of Creative Technology), at the University of Southern California, was started with a $45 million Army grant for the sole purpose of transitioning technologies to military training.  “What we want to do is move it up to a more cognitive level—create an environment where a soldier is under a lot of stress and things are going wrong. He has to figure out what to do,” said William R. Swartout, director of technology at ICT.   Since ICT was launched in 1999, it designed two video games—“Full-Spectrum Command” and “Full-Spectrum Warrior”.  “Full-Spectrum Warrior” teaches a squad leader how to carry out maneuvers in an urban environment. Developed for the “Microsoft Xbox”, it places the player in the role of an infantry squad leader. The goal is to complete missions and come home safely. 

This topic is of great importance.  Not only can AI in this field be used to train soldiers, charged with the safety and protection of this country, but can be applicable in many other not-thought-of areas, using it for defense, security and as an overall safeguard against varying threats.

Another application of this type of technology employed in the world today is one developed and utilized by the Navy. The application is called the Virtual At Sea Training (Vast) system.  The VAST system increases the capability of the Battle Force Tactical Trainer (BFTT), which is a system, designed to create and simulate a combat environment by electronically preparing the ship’s weapons systems and sensors as if they were in an actual skirmish at sea.  It allows a ship’s combat team to train and maintain their tactical skills; all while the ship is docked in a port.

Vast works by having a shipboard computer create an artificial 3-d landscape.  It then has the computer place that virtual area over a field of buoys that are positioned in the open ocean.  These buoys are acoustic in that, they use sensors that detect sound.  This buoy system, called the Integrated Maritime Positioning and Acoustic Scoring System (IMPASS), relays placement information for each of the buoys in the field with GPS sensors. The ship then fires its guns against a virtual target aligned with the midpoint of the buoy field.  The acoustic buoys then identifies and detects the splashes and then sends the information to a computer, which triangulates where the round entered the water. A laptop keeps track and provides information on the target to the ship’s sensor, using BFTT.  A computer then creates a graphic, which showcases the impact of the fired shots, in relation to the target area, determined by the buoys.  Using the graphic the Marine Corps forward observer (FO) manipulates and changes the ship’s fire-upon coordinates.  The FO, usually stationed ashore directs the fire mission by positioning the fire, upon the simulated target, as he/she would do in actual combat.

With much media coverage over friendly-fire incidents and civilian casualties, the VAST system does its part to prevent such mistakes by keeping a ship’s combat team on their toes.  With discussion over the many testing ranges, political tensions with the countries that protest the proximity of the ranges and the fairly-new danger of terrorist attacks, this system allows the Navy to train while closer to home and moves forward in eliminating those problems.
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