
In Environmental Refugees: The Case For Recognition, the London-
based New Economics Foundation reports “a growing interdepen-
dency in a world where environmental problems have no respect 
for borders.” According to the report, there will be 150 million 
environmental refugees by 2050. The result is likely to be continued 
urbanization, growth of urban squatter slums (which are also more 
vulnerable to climate change), global competition for specific local 
resources, and growing ethnic strife as migrants struggle to reinvent 
themselves in often hostile new environments. 

New diaspora identities may emerge in response to specific climate 
events (such as Hurricane Katrina) or in response to types of climate 
change impacts (for example, fishermen refugees from fish depleted, 
flooded coastal zones). In both cases, existing agencies will find 
themselves struggling to define jurisdictions, while a host of new 
grassroots organizations, enabled by the Web and distributed dona-
tions, will offer platforms for financial support, cross-boundary social 
policies, and new shared identities.

What to Watch

New north to south migrations •	

The Bangladesh migration•	

The Tuvalu pact•	

Rural resource disruption•	

Grassroots collective disaster response•	

forecasts:

The conflict between local ex-•	
periences and global responsi-
bilities for climate change will 
create conflicts of identity for 
those who are displaced

The volume of climate change •	
refugees will strain existing 
systems of support (including 
immigration law) and will likely 
redefine them. For example, 
large polluting nations may 

be required by international 
agreements to accept inter-
nationally defined quotas of 
climate-displaced people. 

The expanded sense of •	
responsibility for people 
displaced by global climate 
change may lead to a redefini-
tion of carbon emission excess 
(historical and present day) as 
a “crime against humanity.”

Climate Change 
 Refugees 

The growing displacement of individuals and 
communities by global climate change will create 
new identities linked not only to specific climate 
disasters, but also to the problems that engender 
climate change. These diasporas will face the 
same challenges other displaced persons do, but 
they will differ in two significant ways: the initial 
cause of migration will be a global phenomenon 
even when the event itself is local, and the liabil-
ity will also be seen as global rather than local. 
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Climate Change 
 Refugees 

A Aneesh “Massive emigration from Bangladesh will have to be absorbed 
by China and India, the countries struggling with population overload 
relative to their carrying capacities. Migrations coupled with water short-
age may lead to intense negotiations between China and India. Although 
enormous economic and financial integration between the two countries 
(by that time) may prevent the chance of conflict, tensions in the region 
will need to be addressed not just bilaterally but multilaterally. When 
mass emigration starts moving toward Burma and Northeastern India, the 
unprecedented humanitarian crisis will need global cooperation, which 
may or may not emerge.” 

other resources:

Climate change migration:  
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2005/11/1118_051118_ 
disaster_refugee_2.htm

Climate change refugee rights: 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/3155796.stm

The Katrina Information Network is an online platform that 
uses e-advocacy, grassroots pressure, local action, and se-
lective consumer buying to support the needs of the Katrina 
diaspora.

The applications for FEMA assistance as of 2005 show 
the geographic range of the Hurricane Katrina diaspora 
just one month after the storm hit.



forecasts:

Identities linked to specific •	
places will break down as peo-
ple search for new identities 
that link their daily experiences 
to their expectations of future 
opportunities—not only in cities 
but also in the global economy.  

Shared online experiences will •	
provide a platform for new 
identity development among 
internal diasporas.

More internal migrants will •	
identify with the larger commu-
nity of transnational refugees—
and expect similar rights.

A combination of forces are driving more and more rural people, 
especially in the rapidly developing nations of China and India, to 
leave their homes and seek economic—and social—opportunities in 
cities and suburbs that are under constant construction, changing 
the very landscape of both rural and urban areas. The unprecedent-
ed penetration of cell phones, the proliferation of economic niches 
in global commercial networks, extreme environmental degradation 
of some areas, and a desire on the part of young people and women 
for a new kind of life all add up to new opportunities and new identi-
ties for large portions of the population in these countries.

At the same time, the massive migration comes with extreme risks 
to many—unsafe labor conditions, squatter housing, exposure to 
toxins, and a whole generation of young children left behind in rural 
villages while their parents work in the cities. In addition, a new kind 
of mental distress syndrome—dubbed solastalgia—has emerged as 
people grieve for landscapes that are forever changed by massive 
construction and environmental change. Responding to these condi-
tions, the international community has moved to provide people 
who are involuntarily displaced within a country, estimated at 20 
million worldwide, with some of the same protections as traditional 
transnational refugees. 

What to Watch

Mass migrations within India and China•	

Solastalgia•	

International guidelines for internally displaced persons•	

Rapid urbanization and globalization are driving 
mass migrations within countries—perhaps the 
largest migration in human history. The result 
is the rise of internal diasporas that are using 
mobile technology to enable new patterns of 
mobility, new kinds of economic activity, new 
long-distance relationships, and new kinds of 
political power.

Internal Diasporas
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other resources:

Solastalgia: 
Glenn Albrecht, “Solastalgia: A New Concept in Human Health  
and Identity,” PAN: Philosophy, Activism, Nature, Volume 3, 2005, 
pp 41-55.

International Guidelines on Internal Displacement: 
http://www.reliefweb.int/ocha_ol/pub/idp_gp/idp.html 
http://www.brookings.edu/fp/projects/idp/articles/guiding.htm

Glenn Albrecht “The diagnosis of solastalgia is based on the recogni-
tion of the distress within an individual or a community about the loss of 
‘endemic sense of place’ and the loss of a sense of control of its destiny. 
The positive prescription for solastalgia is personal and community in-
volvement in the protection, restoration and rehabilitation of their place/
bioregion/’country’ and the return of an endemic sense of place in both 
individuals and communities.”

Solastalgia Ltd. is a nascent non-profit organization that 
seeks to bring diverse projects together to address the 
causes and effects of solastalgia—defined as the distress 
caused by the lived experience of the transformation of 
one’s home and sense of belonging, experienced as a feeling 
of desolation about its change.

Massive 
construction 
throughout 
China and India 
are transforming 
familiar land-
scapes, both 
urban and rural, 

into “new places”—effectively turning most of the population 
into a new kind of immigrant.
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Internal Diasporas



forecasts:

Migrants from one virtual •	
world to another will increas-
ingly bring value from those 
worlds—in the form of virtual 
goods, social and economic 
relationships, and virtual life 
skills—all of which will be lever-
aged in new virtual spaces both 
by migrants and their new host 
worlds. 
 

New meta-services will evolve •	
to help people manage their 
virtual identities—and the value 
associated with them—across 
platforms and even between 
virtual and physical spaces.

Increasingly, these diasporas •	
will evolve civic identities that 
transcend their identities as 
consumers and laborers in the 
Metaverse. 

In the past few years, virtual worlds have emerged as very real econ-
omies. The now-famous Anshe Chung Studios is a global multimillion 
dollar business that started in Second Life and is “here to help you, 
as an individual, organization or brand, to reincarnate and reinvent 
yourself in the Metaverse.” Meanwhile, platforms like Facebook not 
only serve as launching pads for musicians, artists, and consultants; 
they also provide an identity management infrastructure for a host 
of other applications that link to them. Online platforms can even 
provide identity services for real-world migrants, effectively granting 
them a pan-regional “citizenship.” 

Because these platforms are rapidly evolving, they effectively create 
virtual diasporas: communities of people who have inhabited one 
world and are now shifting to a new world. As people move from 
platform to platform, a principle task is managing their identities and 
keeping their connections to others. A host of new identity manage-
ment “solutions” are on the horizon—from open ID systems that 
allow users to manage their online presence from a single identity to 
persistent avatars that give them a virtual “ethnicity” based on their 
virtual world of origin.   

What to Watch

Open ID platforms•	

Virtual world workers and consumers•	

Persistent avatars•	

Virtual citizenship organizations•	

As virtual worlds proliferate—from alternate real-
ity games to social networking sites to blogging 
and microblogging platforms—users are migrating 
from one platform to another, often managing 
multiple identities across multiple platforms. 
The resulting diasporas are sources of new value 
creation in both the virtual and physical worlds.

Virtual Disaporas
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Lyn Jeffery “More people are migrating to virtual environments for 
employment. We’re probably just at the tip of the iceberg here, and will 
see signficant increases in the kinds of work being done and the number of 
positions available, over the next decade. Some jobs offer opportunities 
for artist entrepreneurs to produce virtual goods and market them to pas-
sionate fans, such as designs for objects in Second Life. Other employment 
looks closer to small-scale sweatshop labor, such as “gold farming” in China 
and Mexico.”

other resources:

Virtual citizenship organizations: 
www.wcas.northwestern.edu/lacs/rockefeller/documents/ 
Stephen.pdf

Other open identity tools: 
http://oauth.net/

Persistent avatars: 
http://www.metacafe.com/watch/427723/zweitgeist/

Facebook developers can take advantage of the Facebook 
diaspora—24 million active users—by creating applications 
that integrate the social networks and individual identities 
embedded in Facebook into diverse activities, from media 
exchanges to political organizing.

OpenID helps online users manage their identity (or 
identities) across multiple online sites, from virtual worlds 
to commercial sites.

Virtual Disaporas



forecasts:

Open-source sites for rich me-•	
dia collaboration will leverage 
taste trails to connect artists 
and foster collaboration—
which, in turn, will lead to new 
media that have ready-made 
audiences among the social 
networks of the collaborators.

Some online users will likely •	
manage their taste trails ex-
plicitly as a way of managing 
their personal identities in 
online spaces—deliberately 
creating different perso-
nas  for different media and         
different publics.

Last.FM is not just another way to listen to music on the Web. Nor 
is it just a convenient way to filter music based on what you’ve been 
listening to recently. Last.FM is an identity platform and a social 
networking platform. And it’s just the beginning of a new category 
of online platforms that will ultimately create an unending stream of 
new media diasporas: people who are linked by their experiences of 
creating and sharing rich media online.

At the heart of these diasporas will be taste trails—personal pat-
terns of media consumption, such as music, art, and news, that will 
increasingly catalyze new identities and communities. Last.FM not 
only allows users to track their listening habits, but it also pairs 
users with similar tastes, creating a community of users who can 
discover new music through the tastes of others. What people listen 
to defines who they are in these communities, encouraging them to 
band together on the basis of their taste trails—and in many cases, 
to create new media collaboratively.

What to Watch

Taste trails•	

Social taste networks•	

Collaborative media platforms•	

As new media channels proliferate on the Web—
and as social networking and personal preference 
tracking are integrated into these new media 
platforms—people will leverage these “taste 
trails” to create new identities.  Shared tastes 
plus shared platform histories will create 
distinctive segments of media users 
and producers. 

Media Diaspora
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Last.FM is a personalized internet radio platform that artists 
can use to leverage taste trails and social networks to build 
a following for their music—and that listeners can leverage to 
create public identities linked to their musical preferences.

other resources:

More Web 2.0 music platforms: 
http://www.pandora.com/ 
http://pandorafm.real-ity.com/login.php

Collaborative open-source media: 
http://www.kaltura.com/index.php/corp/company

Jess Hemerly “Because artists can use their MySpace pages as a one-stop 
introduction to what they’re all about, and because of the built-in network-
ing capabilities, MySpace and other tools like it are tearing down the bar-
riers between musicians. An artist with a MySpace presence can see who 
other artists are listening to, interested in, or working with and contact 
those artists for everything from touring together to working on a side 
project … We’re likely to see more and more of these kinds of collabora-
tions rising outside of the major label system, enabled by social networking 
technology specific to music.”
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forecasts:

Over the past 40 years, a proliferation of non-governmental organi-
zations (NGOs) has filled the gaps between government programs 
and market mechanisms for meeting human and environmental 
needs. These NGOs have evolved into networks of people and orga-
nizations that share strategies, time, and money across issue areas, 
organizational boundaries, and nation-states. In effect, they have 
created activist diasporas who leverage far-flung social networks to 
create new value for society.

Like many diasporas, these activist networks tend to work across 
traditional geographic and institutional borders. The result? Local 
issues are increasingly addressed in global forums—and are seen 
to have global impacts. Seeing the U.S. presidential election as a 
global issue, citizens in the United Kingdom mount a letter-writing 
campaign to voters in an Ohio county. Recognizing the influence of  
dispersed citizens, local candidates for small nations spend much 
of their campaigning time and and money in diaspora communi-
ties in large global cities. Amnesty International allows the world to 
“watch over” Darfur by setting up high-resolution satellite imaging to 
provide ongoing evidence of atrocities, engaging activists worldwide 
in the human rights campaign.

What to Watch

Cross-NGO networks•	

Global campaigns for local issues•	

Remote monitoring of local issues•	

Diasporas of trauma•	

Communication technologies, increasing migra-
tion, and socio-political issues that cross national 
borders are spurring new forms of transnational 
civic engagement from the bottom up—much of 
it supported by online platforms that identify 
people with common views and leverage their 
social networks to address social, economic, 
political, and environmental issues. 

ACTIVIST DIASPORAS

Even as localism gains momen-•	
tum as a strategy for dealing 
with climate change and the 
excesses of globalization, 
global activist diasporas will 
take local issues to remote 
forums—sometimes turning 
them into global issues.

Activist diasporas will become •	
increasingly efficient at rapidly 
mobilizing public opinion and 
channeling money to address 
local minority issues—fueling 
“local minority, global major-
ity” sentiments.
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Michel Laguerre “New diasporas, through the NGOs they support, have 
become the new watchdogs of the local government. They do so by lob-
bying foreign governments on behalf of the homeland government; by 
pressuring international organizations (World Bank, IFM, etc.) to censor 
foreign dictators; by forcing local governments to uphold democracy and 
human rights; and by networking with human rights organizations to force 
local governments to liberate from jails political activists.”

other resources:

Remote monitoring: 
http://www.eyesondarfur.org/

Diasporas of trauma: 
http://liberiatrc.mnadvocates.org/

Wal-Mart Watch 
exemplifies the 
new type of NGO 
that leverages 
diverse networks of 
activist organiza-
tions to address a 
variety of issues in 
one specific con-
text: the activities 
of Wal-Mart.
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In the 2004 U.S. presidential election, The Guardian, a U.K. 
newspaper, mounted a letter-writing campaign from U.K. 
citizens to voters in Clark County, Ohio—a county identi-
fied as a swing county in a swing state.
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ACTIVIST DIASPORAS



forecasts:

Young workers, especially •	
in developing regions, will 
increasingly see their careers 
in terms of stepping stones 
from one corporate diaspora 
to another—and will use social 
software to find the best paths 
through these diasporas.

Corporations will compete  •	
as cultural destinations to 
attract workers in the experi-
ence economy.

Some years ago in Silicon Valley, observers noted that the vitality of 
the region arose from the dynamic networks of people who moved 
from company to company, keeping their “rolodexes” at the ready 
to tap their networks of fellow alumni. This led many large corpora-
tions to set up alumni networks of people who had left the company. 
Today, enterprise social networking software helps those companies 
graph and tap such networks. At the same time, bottom-up tools 
allow ex-employees or wannabe employees to create their own 
networks. Platforms like Linked In and Facebook are repurposed to 
coordinate events for people who are looking for jobs in a particular 
company or people who have been there and want to build on their 
joint experience to do the “next big thing.”  

These corporate diasporic identities are shifting geographic identi-
ties as young workers, in particular, maintain daily relationships with 
people in cities all over the world. This hyper-geographic identity 
is captured in the recent AT&T advertising campaign featuring a 
young man who has so many friends in so many places that he really 
lives in Philawarepragacago: an amalgam of Philadelphia, Delaware, 
Prague, and Chicago.

What to Watch

Enterprise social networking platforms•	

Hyper-geographic identities•	

Transnational corporations have functioned 
as global diasporas for several decades, creat-
ing employee identities that transcend local 
and national governments as they move from 
assignment to assignment. What’s new about 
these diasporas is that they are organizing 
outside of corporations, they are leverag-
ing their relationships to relocate in specific 
regions, and they are explicitly using social 
networking tools to graph themselves.

CORPORATE  
DIASPORA



Gregg Zachary “Whether “brain drain” or “brain circulation,” the exit of 
talented people from their home countries into the global marketplace re-
mains a major challenge to national societies, cultures, and governments.”

IBM maintains its own official alumni network, using Select 
Minds enterprise social networking software.
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The Apple Alumni Association is a nonprofit organization 
with no official ties to Apple Computer, Inc.

SelectMinds supports large corporations in cultivating 
complex networks across their organizations and beyond 
organizational boundaries—so that companies can now 
“manage” people who no longer work for them.
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forecasts:

Biometric systems will increasingly be used for tagging people, and 
several groups will form the forefront of the biometric diaspora: 

Global travelers, who will provide biometric data as they cross •	
borders or take up extended stays in foreign countries.

The ill, whose medical conditions will require verification and •	
monitoring, and whose machine partners will extend their lives.

Extreme athletes and the military, who will embrace biometric •	
tools that allow them to better monitor and control their physical 
performance.

The incarcerated, who will have to submit to increased biometric •	
surveillance.  

Biometric systems will link people to geographic places—creating 
new maps of populations and their movements, from patterns of 
border crossings and long-term migration to health and disease 
maps. But they will also create new communities of people who 
share a common biometric profile, whether it’s a shared genetic 
disease or a shared ancestry in the recent or distant past.

Biometric  
Diasporas

What to Watch

DNA-based customs and flight check-in•	

Medical ID implants•	

Health care map mashups•	

DNA-based ancestry tracking•	

DNA asylum•	

The ability to track, measure, imagine, and 
express invisible biometric indicators will 
catalyze active new identities and communi-
ties. Perhaps the most controversial of the new 
diasporas, these communities will confront 
issues such as the standardization of biomet-
ric data, the openness of biometric databases 
and systems, and voluntary versus involun-
tary participation in biometric diasporas.  

Biometric tagging may fa-•	
cilitate a freer flow of migrant 
labor among willing nations, 
such as the European Union.

Biometric diasporas will gradu-•	
ally reconfigure social groups 
based on invisible body-based 
identities rather than visible 
ethnic or race-based identities.

The increasing mobility of •	
humans will be as closely  
monitored as the movement  
of capital—and the two may  
be empirically linked.
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A Aneesh “Greater transnational mobility will give rise to the need  
for greater surveillance and extensive biometric tracking of individuals. 
Passports will be coded with not only biometric information but also  
perhaps with GPS chips or satellite tags … The threat of terrorism will  
be used to justify this transnational dyanamic database of identity by 
participating nations.”

other resources:

Privacy and human rights issues: 
http://www.eff.org/wp/biometrics-whos-watching-you

DNA-based geneology: 
http://www.familytreedna.com/public/Buchanan/index.aspx 
http://www.dnaancestryproject.com/

DNA-based asylum: 
http://www.govtech.com/gt/100639

The Genographic Project by National Geographic is map-
ping humanity’s historical migrations—and creating new 
diasporas based on ancestral DNA.
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Bio-key International is one of several companies offering 
biometric interfaces to provide secure access to Web ap-
plications. The use of such applications will begin to define 
new online diasporas.
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