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“The aim is to analyze the discourse of water…”
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1977: Mar del Plata Water Conference
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1972: Stockholm Conference 
on the Human Environment

1990: New Delhi Consultation 
on Safe Water and Sanitation

1992: Rio Conference on 
Environment and Development

1992: Dublin Conference on 
Water and the Environment 

1997: Cape Town Conference on 
Marine and Coastal Environment
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1998: Paris Conference on Water 
and Sustainable Development

2001: Bonn International 
Conference on Freshwater

2002: Johannesburg World Summit 
on Sustainable Development

2009: Muscat First Ministerial 
Forum on Water

2010: Dushanbe Conference on the 
Implemenation of the International 
Decade for Action “Water for Life”

2012: Rio+20

2014



EFFECTIVE STRATEGIES TO
HIGHLIGHT AND STRENGTHEN KEY CONCEPTS

Aim for a varied vocabulary. Tracing the key terms across the documents, terms appeared fresh 
when the vocabulary is varied. Even the simple change between “water”, “water supply”, “clean 
water”, “safe water”, and “drinking water” suggested a different emphasis each time and helped to 
round-out an often-used word. The risk with such an over-used term is that its repetition renders it 
dull, and there is a tendency to skip over such words when reading.

Choose active language that engages the reader. One of the best examples of active language 
is found in the Bonn Keys, which employs short, declarative sentences and the present tense to 
describe the water crisis and its solutions. An example of more passive language can be found in 
Rio
shall agree to…” with the difference between the two being that Bonn reads as an imperative and 
Rio reads as a suggestion. 

Stay focused by resisting the ease of lists. Burying a key term in a long list of other important issues 
proved to weaken it by distracting attention from the term itself. Lists were most effective when the 
listed terms were directly connected, with one item building on the next in a meaningful way.

 One of the drawbacks of 
the shorter formats of the declarations and statements is that there is not enough space to offer 

and thus add strength to the documents themselves. 

Avoid euphemisms, discuss issues frankly.

need to contain human waste. The term “human waste disposal” is perhaps crude, but it is clear 
that it offers a more accurate description of the problem that may serve to better motivate action. 
Likewise, a more descriptive term may help us confront the taboos and stigmas that surround 
discussions of defecation.

Don’t homogenize, personalize.
statements and declarations as it acknowledges that people are the priority and that poverty is a 
material and economic state rather than a category of people. Further, effort should be devoted to 
recognize the diversity within the situation of poverty rather than paving over differences with 
homogenizing language.

Give each word its due by refusing tag-alongs.
“sanitation” mostly appeared following the word “water” in a repetitive manner. These types of 
tokenism made the word “sanitation” appear as if it were an afterthought rather than a genuine 
focus in and of itself. The tag-along does, however, successfully link two interdependent terms, 
like water and sanitation, and it can work if separate attention is given to the term at some point in 
the document.
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“these documents… act as small windows into 
the conferences…”
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1977 1997
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“Discourse about the provisioning of 
safe water for healthy communities has 
been replaced by the question of our own 
role in the misuse of water.”



Focusing on the Here and Now: A Portrait of Acute Thirst

Mar del Plata

New Delhi

New Delhi

Going Global: The Use and Misuse of a Finite Resource

Stockholm

Dublin

New Delhi 

Stockholm

Dublin

9



Cape Town and Bonn
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Securing Water 
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But Can You Drink the Water?
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Dirty Words
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Reliable Technology

Stockholm

Stockholm

Stockholm

17



Mar del Plata

In Mar del Plata
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“Stockholm is one of the strongest documents in terms of its treatment 
of science and technology, in both quantity and quality… New Delhi 
goes a long way towards placing technology in a social context.”



An Undercurrent of Poverty

In Stockholm

Dublin

Dublin

Mar del 
Plata

Rio Dublin

Johannesburg, Dushanbe Muscat

Rio

19



New Delhi

New Delhi

Cape Town

New Delhi

Paris
 Paris

Bonn

Bonn

Dushanbe

Dushanbe



A Late Start but a (Mostly) Clear Message
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“The issue of climate change… does not appear… until Dublin, 

and makes a steady reappearance from Johannesburg onwards.”



Tracking Health
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documents reveal some unevenness.”
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“The Stockholm Statement to the 2012 
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STOCKHOLM (1972)
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“water resources are essential for satisfying basic human needs, 
health, energy and food production, and the preservation of 
ecosystems, as well as for social and economic development” 



Global Environmental Change – Human and Policy Dimensions
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