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This article applies a science diplomacy lens to examine Sweden’s 1967–1968 intervention in

the United Nations—the so-called “Swedish initiative”—that led to the seminal 1972 UN

Conference on the Human Environment. The three classic science diplomacy typologies—

science in diplomacy, diplomacy for science and science for diplomacy—are employed to

structure an analysis of how Swedish diplomats skillfully leveraged science for diplomatic

objectives, first for convincing member states of the need to convene a major environmental

conference under UN auspices and then to mobilize scientific research internationally—

particularly in developing countries—during the Conference preparatory process. The

empirical study, based on archival research and the oral histories of key participants, also

brings to light how problems of the human environment were conceived of and shaped by

Swedish scientists and diplomats during this embryonic moment of global environmental

governance. Through analysis of some of the public pronouncements and key documents

drafted during the first phase of the Swedish initiative, the article further considers the role of

popular science as a style of science communication that is particularly relevant in the realm

of environmental diplomacy.
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Introduction

The unanimous adoption of Resolution 2398 Problems of the
human environment at the twenty-third session of the
United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) on December

3rd, 1968 marked the culmination of the first phase of the
“Swedish initiative” that set in motion preparations for the United
Nations Conference on the Human Environment (UNCHE),
eventually held in Stockholm June 5–16, 1972. The diplomatic
process leading up to UNGA 2398 had begun almost exactly 1
year earlier with a brief statement before the General Assembly by
the deputy head of Sweden’s UN mission, an intervention that
was followed by several months of interagency consultations led
by the Swedish Foreign Ministry and the crafting of a diplomatic
offensive to secure international support for the proposed con-
ference. Swedish diplomats, in particular Ambassador Sverker
Åström, Sweden’s permanent representative to the UN at the
time, played an indispensable role in launching and laying the
administrative and intellectual foundation of the Conference
(Åström, 1992; Engfeldt, 2009), in part by drawing upon and
skillfully leveraging the expertize of key members of Sweden’s
scientific community to demonstrate that the human environ-
ment and associated international development issues warranted
treatment at the highest level of world politics. This integrated
effort of diplomats and scientists helped shepherd the Swedish
initiative from the idea stage to what became a major undertaking
within the United Nations system, largely led by the Swedish
delegation during the first 2 years (Ivanova, 2010).

With the efforts of Swedish diplomats, government officials
and scientific experts in New York and Stockholm in focus, this
article examines the interaction of science and diplomacy during
this formative phase of multilateral environmental diplomacy—a
new dimension of international relations that emerged in the late-
1960s with the initiation of the diplomatic process that led to the
first major global conference on issues of environment and
development (Engfeldt, 2009, 2019; Grieger, 2012; Schleper,
2019), representing a milestone in environmental history and
sustainable development (Sörlin, 2011; Selcer, 2018). The con-
vergence of multilateral diplomacy and scientific expertize at the
core of the Stockholm Conference process, which was launched in
the midst of a popular environmental awakening in Sweden
(Jamison et al., 1990), played a decisive role in advancing the
environment as an international issue and initiating the emer-
gence of global environmental governance, manifested in the
series of major conferences, agreements and institutions such as
the United Nations Environment Program that have taken shape
over the past half century (Speth and Haas, 2006; Najam et al.,
2006; Ivanova, 2010). The over 4 years of preparations leading up
to Stockholm mobilized a broad array of experts and scientific
institutions in a global effort to generate a comprehensive body of
knowledge on the human environment, with some 20,000 pages
of documentation from experts around the world being amassed
and distilled into 800 pages of official material for Conference
delegates (Stone, 1973). This process and the eventual Conference
proved to be a watershed event in the influence of science on
international environmental policymaking (Javaudin, 2017).

Drawing upon archival material, historiographical analysis and
the oral histories of several key participants directly involved with
the Swedish initiative, and theoretical work from the evolving
field of science diplomacy (Flink and Rüffin, 2019; Kaltofen and
Acuto, 2018), this article explores the nexus of science and
diplomacy in advance of UNCHE—an event that catalyzed sub-
sequent international engagement on complex global problems
such as climate change and sustainable development, which today
represent important focus areas for science diplomacy research
(Gluckman et al., 2017; Flink and Rüffin, 2019). The article also
aims to provide further insight into some of Sweden’s

motivations, ambitions and strategies for securing an environ-
mental conference under UN auspices. As the Swedish govern-
ment currently prepares for the semi-centennial “Stockholm
+50” environmental summit in 2022, examining the first phase of
the 1972 Stockholm Conference preparatory process, circa
1967–1970, also affords an opportunity to shed new light on how
problems of “the human environment” were conceptualized at
this embryonic stage of international environmental politics by
some of the central actors responsible for introducing the
initiative within the UN system, whose ideas became embedded
in the seminal documents and pronouncements of that domain.
This study of the Swedish initiative, furthermore, demonstrates
how new types of actors—in this case, natural scientists—came to
contribute to diplomatic processes in the emergent realm of
international environmental politics that took root during the
course of 1968 and rapidly developed in the years leading up to
the Stockholm Conference.

Science diplomacy and environmental diplomacy as lenses
for historical events
Scholars of science diplomacy see the emergence and expansion
of the concept over the past 10–15 years as a reflection of current
trends in science policy and foreign affairs; earlier intersections of
science and diplomacy were sporadic and could be considered
examples of “proto-SD”, as opposed to the more “systemic” SD of
today (Flink and Rüffin, 2019; Rungius and Flink, 2020).
Although the application of a science diplomacy lens to a his-
torical case that took place some 40 years before the concept’s
articulation might, therefore, seem somewhat anachronistic, this
study of the convergence of science and diplomacy surrounding
the Stockholm Conference demonstrates that key aspects of sci-
ence diplomacy, as currently conceived, have historical pre-
cedents that date back at least to the late-1960s and the
emergence of international environmental politics—a realm of
diplomacy that has remained highly reliant on the participation
and contributions of science and scientists.

Labeling the diplomatic activities leading up to the Stockholm
Conference as environmental diplomacy could likewise be con-
sidered to some extent anachronistic. Environmental diplomacy
as a concept did not attain widespread scholarly purchase until
the 1990s; an early volume applying that perspective, Interna-
tional Environmental Diplomacy (Carroll, 1988) was published in
1988, consisting of contributions by political scientists, legal
scholars, diplomats and government officials. Diplomatic practi-
tioners involved with the Swedish initiative, however, did in fact
employ the term “environment diplomacy” in the late-1960s to
describe their efforts in advance of UNCHE;1 and the memoir of
Egyptian scientist and diplomat Mostafa Tolba entitled Global
Environmental Diplomacy (Tolba, 1998) encompasses a timespan
starting in 1973 following his appointment as deputy executive
director of the United Nations Environment Program after the
establishment of that organization in the wake of the Stockholm
Conference.

This article does not aim to separate and distinguish the sci-
ence diplomacy and environmental diplomacy dimensions of the
Swedish initiative. It would be more accurate to characterize the
two subcategories of diplomacy—in this case, and likely many if
not most instances of international environmental politics in the
years since—as deeply intertwined, as science was an intrinsic
aspect of Sweden’s efforts to convince other UN delegations of the
urgency of environmental problems and thereby place the human
environment upon the agenda of the United Nations. Yet a
contradiction of sorts, explicitly stated in the opening paragraphs
of UNGA 2398, can also be seen in the underlying rationale of the
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Conference and the science and environmental diplomacy it
encompassed. The Swedish initiative, like much envir-
onmentalism of that era, incorporated a strong critique of mod-
ern science and technology, identifying them as the root of the
contemporary environmental crisis. A key part of the solution
proposed by Conference organizers and stated in UNGA 2398
was to cultivate and mobilize even greater scientific knowledge to
expose and understand the impacts of modern society on humans
and their environment, and foster public awareness and political
engagement to combat the crisis.

Science diplomacy dimensions of the Swedish initiative
Sweden’s intervention exhibits characteristics of the three types of
science diplomacy laid out in the landmark Royal Society report
from 2010: science in diplomacy, diplomacy for science and science
for diplomacy (Royal Society, 2010). These three categories pro-
vide a useful analytical lens and organizational structure for
distinguishing and accentuating the array of applications of sci-
entific knowledge and expertize that supported the Swedish
initiative from its outset. The aim of this article is not, however, to
simply reinforce and rigidly apply the Royal Society typologies.
Through elaborating the innovative and multifaceted deployment
of scientific resources in support of Sweden’s diplomatic initiative,
the purpose is rather to fruitfully employ and further enrich the
science diplomacy concept in contributing an empirical account
and analysis of a turning point in environmental, as well as
diplomatic, history, for which science was an essential component
(Warde et al., 2018). The article also offers a qualitative per-
spective on science diplomacy by emphasizing that the intended
audience of a given intervention can strongly condition its sci-
entific content and style of presentation. An example explored
below are the series of diplomatic pronouncements during the
first phase of the Swedish initiative that can be characterized as
performances of popular science, articulated in a style intended to
educate and convince non-specialist UN delegates on the scien-
tific merits that motivated a conference on the human
environment.

In line with the Royal Society science diplomacy typologies,
three dimensions of the Swedish initiative are examined in greater
detail. First, how government officials instrumentally applied
science in support of the diplomatic initiative. A key aspect,
elaborated below at some length, is how the scientific expertize
and normative convictions of Swedish biochemist, public intel-
lectual and environmental activist Hans Palmstierna—who was
officially tasked with drafting documents outlining the declining
state of the global environment and the consequent societal
impacts—were adapted by Sverker Åström to provide the scien-
tific substance that underpinned and animated several decisive
diplomatic interventions in 1968. The latter included Åström’s
Palmstierna-inspired statements before the UN Economic and
Social Council (ECOSOC), and his pivotal December 3rd speech
at the General Assembly. The co-production of diplomatically
effective environmental knowledge by Palmstierna and Åström—
who played the respective roles of “diplomat scientist” and “sci-
entist diplomat” (Moomaw, 2018)—represents an early expres-
sion of environmental diplomacy, conditioned and supported by
a popularized form of scientific expertize that contained strong
doses of dramaturgy and moral conviction, as well as a historical
contextualization and narrative of humankind’s long-term rela-
tionship with the natural world.

Second, the article explores Sweden’s diplomatic objective of
mobilizing science internationally as part of the Conference
preparation process. To provide a global overview of environ-
mental problems, and strengthen connections between scientific
institutions and government authorities (particularly in

developing countries), Swedish diplomats operating through the
UN Secretariat called on Conference participants to draft national
environmental reports, with Sweden’s own national report and a
case study on acid rain promoted—among other means by
Swedish embassies—as a template for other countries’ reports.2

Related to that diplomacy for science initiative, the third
dimension of this case study in Swedish science diplomacy
examines the Foreign Ministry’s employment of scientific experts
as de facto envoys, dispatched to developing countries in support
of scientific, as well as diplomatic, objectives.

Science in diplomacy: the New York—Stockholm science
diplomacy nexus
On March 13, 1968, Göran Bäckstrand—a desk officer at the
Foreign Ministry in Stockholm assigned to United Nations
matters—received one of several memoranda sent via telex by
Sverker Åström, requesting scientific information from gov-
ernment agencies with knowledge on environmental issues.3

Åström and his staff at Sweden’s UN mission in New York were
in the process of developing a diplomatic strategy for convin-
cing member states of the imperative and rationale for con-
vening a major conference on the human environment, yet they
lacked expertize on such matters. To obtain the relevant
information for the Swedish mission, Bäckstrand reached out to
Hans Palmstierna, whom he knew through Sweden’s Vietnam
War protest movement.4 Palmstierna had two weeks earlier
taken a position at the Swedish Environmental Protection
Agency, established as the first government authority of its kind
in the world in July 1967 (McNeill, 2000; Lundgren, 2005). That
year also saw the publication of Plundring, svält, förgiftning
(Plunder, Famine, Poisoning), Palmstierna’s popular science
critique on the effects of population growth and modern
society’s systematic waste of natural resources that he claimed
were jeopardizing the global environment and humanity’s
survival as a species (Palmstierna, 1967). Upon its release in
October, Plunder became a national bestseller of Silent Spring
stature, thrusting Palmstierna into the spotlight as Sweden’s
leading environmentalist and a “meta-specialist” that could
broadly speak on behalf of the environment for a general
audience (Warde et al., 2018; Heidenblad, 2018).

The widespread public perception of environmental crisis
precipitated by Palmstierna’s polemic constituted a formative
moment in Swedish environmental history (Heidenblad, 2018;
Paglia, 2015, 2016), and Plunder’s powerful societal impact in
Sweden emboldened Åström in planning for the Swedish initia-
tive, reassuring him that an environmental intervention in the
United Nations would be supported domestically (Åström, 1992).
October 1967 also saw two other high-profile scientific inter-
ventions aimed at wide audiences warning of mounting envir-
onmental risks: an article by soil scientist Svante Odén published
in the daily Dagens Nyheter elaborating for the first time the
problem of acid rain (Odén, 1967); and the mass market paper-
back Människans villkor: en bok av vetenskapsmän för politiker
(The Predicament of Man—a book by scientists for politicians,
Fichtelius, 1967), edited by medical doctor and public intellectual
Karl-Erik Fichtelius and featuring essays by twelve prominent
Swedish researchers, including physicist Hannes Alfvén and the
economist Gunnar Myrdal (Heidenblad, 2018, 2019), both later
recipients of the Nobel Prize in their fields. It was during this
autumn of surging environmental awareness that three influential
Swedes engaged with the United Nations—Inga Thorsson, Alva
Myrdal and Sverker Åström—concluded that Sweden should
pursue a UN conference on the human environment. To this end,
a proposal was put forward at the UNGA on December 13, 1967
by Börje Billner, Deputy Head of the Swedish UN Mission,
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initiating—if only tentatively at that point—a process that would
lead to the 1972 Stockholm Conference (Engfeldt, 2009).

The central paragraph of Billner’s short statement, which
otherwise addresses mostly procedural matters, diagnoses the
problem of the human environment as conceptualized at that
point by the Swedish UN delegation:

The impact of the technological revolution that is taking
place around us is felt by all peoples, irrespective of their
present technological level. It has far-reaching effects on the
environment of man. The human body and the human
mind are subjected to serious and ever-increasing incon-
veniences and dangers. These are caused by air pollution,
water pollution, sulfur fall-out waste, etc. – in short by all
the secondary effects related to the process of industrializa-
tion and urbanization.5

The main themes of technology, urbanization and indus-
trialization as the predominant drivers of a degraded human
environment—including transboundary problems such as air and
water pollution—are further developed in Åström’s aforemen-
tioned March 13 memorandum. It also puts forward a detailed
diplomatic strategy and outlines what he saw as some of the
general objectives of an eventual conference. The latter included
what can be characterized as diplomacy for science in so far as
one of Åström’s stated ambitions was to raise awareness of
environmental issues among governments, researchers and the
general public, and to bring together in common cause scientists
and other stakeholders engaged with safeguarding the human
environment—up to and including at the global level. Moreover,
in an expression of the science for diplomacy ethos that infused
the Swedish initiative with political legitimacy and empirical
substance, the memorandum also proposes the creation of a
conference preparatory committee comprised of representatives
with scientific backgrounds. Their task would be to define in
greater detail the topics the Conference should address.

The March 13 memorandum demonstrates Sweden’s UN
ambassador’s substantial diplomatic expertize and in-depth
knowledge of the bureaucratic intricacies and political sensitiv-
ities within the UN system. It also indicates a degree of reflexivity
and scientific understanding on the emerging issue of the human
environment—clearly articulated by Åström as not only encom-
passing the negative effects of modern society on nature, but also
the feedbacks of environmental degradation visited back upon
humankind. Yet with opposition to the idea of an environmental
conference expected from global financial interests, as well as
developing countries concerned that such an event might
undermine the international development agenda,6 Åström rea-
lized his diplomatic acumen would have to be convincingly
coupled with a more scientifically robust narrative of an
increasingly hazardous human environment, including the
transboundary effects that required a coordinated effort at the
global level. Hence, as Sweden’s diplomatic strategy for sup-
porting the initiative continued to evolve during the spring of
1968, fortifying the science in diplomacy dimension became a
primary area of focus in anticipation of the upcoming lobbying
effort that Åström and his colleagues would mount at the United
Nations.

At a meeting at the Foreign Ministry in Stockholm on April 25,
1968 attended by senior officials from an array of government
ministries and agencies, Hans Palmstierna, representing the
Swedish EPA, was officially tasked with producing a memor-
andum that could articulate the scientific basis for convening a
global environmental conference. The purpose of the conference,
as further elaborated at the meeting, was to stimulate interna-
tional interest in the environment, find ways to regulate trans-
national environmental problems having no specific country of

origin, and to combine efforts in managing environmental pro-
blems with the work of international development agencies in
order to help developing countries avoid the costly mistakes made
by the nations of the global North in the course of their own
industrialization.7

The memorandum on the state of the global environment,
delivered by Palmstierna in a shorter initial draft in May 1968,8

and a more fully developed version in July,9 provided Swedish
diplomats with science-based evidence and reasoning to help
persuade UN member states, some of which had already
expressed skepticism towards the initiative, on the importance of
convening a global conference to combat the emerging crisis that
affected all countries. The documentation delivered by Palm-
stierna thus enabled Åström and his staff to acquire a degree of
“interactional expertize” (Collins, 2004) in constructing their case
for a conference. Although solidly grounded in science, the
memorandum, as well as additional documentation Palmstierna
submitted to Sweden’s UN mission in the autumn of 1968, is
animated with his profound environmental and social justice
convictions, and offers various policy prescriptions for the
damage humans were inflicting on the natural world.

The main themes of the Palmstierna memorandum are clearly
apparent in Åström’s presentations at the ECOSOC spring ses-
sion on May 24 and the ECOSOC summer session on July 19 in
Geneva.10 Preceded by a brief but procedurally important
Explanatory Memoradum and cover letter addressed to UN
Secretary-General U Thant that formally launched the initiative,11

both statements before ECOSOC closely track Palmerstierna’s
primary points (sans the suggested policy responses), as does
Åström’s scientifically detailed and decisive speech in front of the
UN General Assembly in December 1968. What is more, many of
the major themes of the memorandum carry through to the
unanimously adopted UN General Assembly Resolution 2398
Problems of the human environment, which was largely drafted by
the Swedish mission,12 and officially put Conference preparations
on track (Engfeldt, 2019). Given the successful outcome of the
Swedish initiative, signaled by the July 30 adoption of ECOSOC
Resolution 1346 (XLV) recommending that UNGA consider
proceeding with a human environment conference and followed
several months later by the adoption of UNGA Resolution 2398,
Palmstierna’s memorandum represents a crucial contribution of
scientific substance, strongly conditioned by his normative view
on the human–environment relationship, that played a significant
political role in a seminal moment of global environmental
governance. The co-production of effective science diplomacy as
contained in Palmstierna’s memorandum and Åström’s UN
statements in 1968 thus warrants examination in greater detail.

Scientist-diplomat and diplomat-scientist: analysis of the
Palmstierna-Åström exchange. By way of introducing the
memorandum, Palmstierna situates mankind’s contemporary
predicament within a much longer historical narrative, asserting
that humans have always altered their environment to improve
their conditions of life. Without such changes, he argues, neither
culture nor civilization would have been possible. Palmstierna
then presents the previous few decades as a break from this long
duration relationship between humans and nature, a time when
mankind began consuming natural resources at historically
unprecedented rates. Åström expands on this theme in his UN
statements, describing the present period as something qualita-
tively different from earlier historical epochs. What is more, both
Palmstierna and Åström argue that the options available to our
ancestors, e.g., migrating after exhausting soil fertility in an area,
were no longer possible on a fully settled planet. As stated by
Åström at the July 19 ECOSOC session:
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During previous historical epochs, when conditions for
human life in a certain geographical region were destroyed
through human action, civilization could flourish in
another region, and movements of population could take
place. When the natural environment is destroyed in the
world of today, no emigration can solve the problem,
neither from one part of the planet to another, nor to
another planet. There is no escape from the problems
created by the depletion of the resources and by
disturbances in the living systems on the thin surface of
the earth between soil, water and atmosphere.

Foreshadowing the convergence of environment and develop-
ment issues that characterized the Conference, and reflecting core
values of Swedish foreign policy and Social Democratic ideology,
Palmstierna—a committed Social Democrat and party insider—
also introduces equity and solidarity issues into
human–environment interactions. Although some changes have
brought long-term benefits for most inhabitants of the Earth,
many have proven to be shortsighted and led to serious
environmental harm, according to Palmstierna and echoed by
Åström. In some cases, small groups have enriched themselves in
the short term while undermining the long run conditions of life
for larger populations. What was unique about the historical
juncture during which Palmstierna’s generation came of age, as
described in the memorandum, was the sheer scale of change and
the consumption of natural resources made possible by modern
science and technology, accessible to an ever-growing global
population. Palmstierna implies that industrial development over
the previous few decades had even endangered the survival of
humankind.

An overarching theme of the Palmstierna memorandum, and
almost identically articulated in Åström’s UN statements, is the
idea that environmental degradation and overconsumption of
natural resources had become a structural condition of the
industrial world that could and should be avoided by developing
countries. According to Palmstierna:

Usually the signs of environmental destruction are most
pronounced in countries where industrialization and
urbanization have been most highly developed. When
more countries enter the path of rapid industrialization,
and get still bigger cities, the problems grow global. The
gross destruction of the resources of Nature, that is still the
dominant feature of the developed countries, should not
necessarily be repeated by the developing countries.

In his critique of industrialization to date, Palmstierna
identifies “modern science and technology” as the primary
drivers of environmental destruction, which had not yet been
fully visited upon countries of the global South that were still in
less advanced phases of development. Learning from and
avoiding the mistakes of the industrialized world, where
environmentally unsound ways of life had already become
structural, was therefore a primary motive for convening a
conference that would include countries at all levels of
development. The lessons learned by the Northern industrial
nations at great environmental cost, as well as those scientific and
technological advances that might help reduce at least some of the
negative consequences of industrialization, should, according to
Palmstierna and Åström, be shared with states at an earlier stage
of development.

The need for convening an environmental conference at the
global level was also anchored in the scientific worldview put
forward in the memorandum. Transboundary pollutant flows and
the finity of natural resources on a planetary scale tied countries
together in a common plight, according to Palmstierna’s

conceptualization of the environmental problems that humanity
collectively faced. These were embedded within and manifested
through what he described as “the basic components of the
physical environment of man”: fertile soil, fresh water of high
quality and of sufficient quantity, living oceans, and air of the
right composition and the right temperature. Humankind’s
reliance on these four components of the planetary environment,
which could not be contained by national borders, provided a
scientific rationale for managing transboundary problems at the
highest global level and necessitated an unprecedented level of
global solidarity. “A prerequisite to the solution of these problems
is an intimate and trustful cooperation between all the nations of
this globe”, as stated by Palmstierna in the memorandum.

In terms of specific environmental impacts and their anthro-
pogenic drivers, Palmstierna revisits three themes that had
formed the basis of Plunder, Famine, Poisoning: the over-
exploitation of natural resources, explosive global population
growth, and the chemical contamination of the environment and
human bodies, with “environmental poisons” such as DDT in
focus (transported through, e.g., fresh water and the ocean
currents, embedded in the food chain in the form of fish and
other animals that are consumed by humans). Although these
were not novel issues in the late-1960s—having already generated
considerable international attention—other environmental pro-
blems taken up in the memorandum were less well known at the
time, particularly among the non-specialist diplomats and
political decision-makers that were Palmstierna and Åström’s
intended audience. Demonstrating the cutting-edge nature of the
science that underpinned Sweden’s diplomatic intervention,
environmental issues that emerged more prominently in the
1970s were foreshadowed by Palmstierna and Åström, including
acid rain, eutrophication and climate change. Regarding the
latter, for example, Åström stated before ECOSOC on July 19,
1968, “that man has already rendered the temperature equili-
brium of the globe more unstable”.13

The December 1968 speech became the first occasion on which
climate change was brought up at the United Nations General
Assembly (Linnér and Selin, 2018). Interestingly, and indicative
of the state of scientific understanding at that time, both global
cooling (due to the reflectivity of particles on solar radiation) and
global warming (caused by heat-trapping carbon dioxide emis-
sions) are mentioned as potential climate change scenarios by
Palmstierna and Åström in the memorandum and ECOSOC
statements, respectively. By the time of Åström’s speech before
the UNGA, Lars-Göran Engfeldt, a young diplomat at the
Swedish UN mission who drafted the text together with Åström,
had through his own reading of media reports on climate change
during autumn 1968 concluded that scientific opinion was
shifting towards warming as the more likely outcome of human
interference in atmospheric processes.14 Hence, in contrast to
Palmstierna’s memorandum and Åström’s statements at ECO-
SOC earlier that year—which presented the particle-induced
cooling scenario first—the UNGA speech instead foregrounded
and explained in far greater detail the potential for a rise in the
Earth’s surface temperature caused by increasing concentrations
of carbon dioxide, which is presented in the speech as a
pollutant.15

No other forms of air pollution are mentioned in Åström’s
December 1968 speech, including acid rain, which Palmstierna
had in his memorandum gone into some detail in describing in
terms of the scientific basis, and its environmental and economic
effects.16 Although the issue was brought up by Åström in his
May 24 statement, it was excluded from his General Assembly
speech in December. While preparing the latter, Engfeldt inquired
with the Foreign Ministry, which in turn consulted the Swedish
EPA, on whether acid rain could, on scientific grounds, be
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included in the speech. He was informed that there was not
enough evidence to make such a claim, and therefore left out any
mention of acid rain (Engfeldt, 2009).17 Several years later—again
reflecting the advances in scientific understanding of environ-
mental issues during that period—Sweden’s primary national case
study for UNCHE was devoted to precisely the problem of acid
rain (Bolin et al., 1971), an influential document that was along
with Sweden’s national environmental report distributed to other
countries during the Conference preparatory period.

Diplomacy for science: national environmental reports and
the mobilization of expertize
In the wake of the adoption of UNGA Resolution 2398, some of
Sweden’s less apparent conference goals began being shaped in
New York by Ambassador Sverker Åström and Lars-Göran
Engfeldt, the junior diplomat who had joined the Swedish UN
delegation in the autumn of 1968. Several weeks after the reso-
lution, Phillipe de Seynes, the UN undersecretary-general for
economic and social affairs, discreetly approached Åström to seek
Sweden’s assistance in supporting the UN Secretariat with sci-
entific knowledge on the environment, which was sorely lacking
at the top levels of the United Nations at that time. To this end,
Engfeldt became informally attached to the UN Secretariat, ser-
ving as a conduit for Swedish expertize. Sweden’s UN delegation
was in this way able, at an early stage, to influence conference
preparations while significantly increasing the capacity of the
Secretariat and its Office of Science and Technology, where
Engfeldt was placed.18

This close association with the Secretariat enabled Åström and
Engfeldt to further pursue an underlying objective of stimulating
the production and coordination of environmental science in UN
member states, particularly in developing countries. Many
national governments and civil societies in the global South had
extremely limited awareness and understanding of domestic
environmental conditions. Weak institutional coordination at the
national level for producing and disseminating the knowledge
necessary for managing environmental problems was another
significant impediment. For the Swedish diplomats, the con-
ference—from early on in the preparation stage—was thus a
means for mobilizing government authorities and building
institutional capacity at the national level in developing countries.
Åström realized, moreover, that decisions taken by UN repre-
sentatives in New York would have little de facto impact without
deeper engagement in their respective domestic contexts. This
was particularly true for developing countries, which often had
small delegations and weak government institutions.19

The production of national environmental reports was, there-
fore, conceived of as a method for catalyzing the scientific and
societal mobilization imagined by Åström and Engfeldt. On
behalf of the UN Secretariat, they drafted a circular letter dis-
tributed to member states in January 1969, requesting that as part
of Conference preparations, each government should produce a
national report on the state of their domestic environment. This
request, together with additional instructions on drafting national
reports and environmental case studies in two follow-up letters,
was formulated in such a way that compelled foreign ministries to
engage other government agencies to answer specific questions
and begin producing a national environmental report. Through
the report production process, the Swedish diplomats sought to
stimulate widespread governmental commitment and coordina-
tion among scientific institutions and, more generally, societal
awareness and public concern over environmental issues. Broader
domestic participation in preparing for the conference would,
Åström and Engfeldt believed, not only lead to a more productive
and politically meaningful conference, but would also bring about

a more enduring impact on societies that had limited capacity for
dealing with the environmental problems they were in the early
stages of confronting.20 The mobilization succeeded in enhancing
the previously low-level of engagement in environmental issues
and resulted in the submission of over 80 national reports
(Strong, 1972, McCormick, 1989). Preparing national reports,
moreover, became a precedent replicated in the run-up to the Rio
Earth Summit (Antrim, 1994).

Such a marshaling of expertize was in the works in Sweden
with the formation in 1969 of the Committee for Research and
Factual Issues (Kommittén for forskning och andra sakfrågor,
hereafter CRF). This ad-hoc governmental body, situated directly
under the National Committee within Sweden’s organizational
structure for Conference preparations, played a central role in the
coordination and integration of scientific expertize and environ-
mental diplomacy that characterized Swedish activity during the
preparatory phase of the Stockholm Conference (Mårtenson,
2000). The Committee was led by Arne Engström, a professor of
medical physics and molecular biology at the Karolinska Institute
in Stockholm who also served as secretary of the Swedish
Research Council. The latter position provided him direct access
to the Prime Minister and afforded the CRF a degree of inde-
pendence in the internal struggle between the Foreign Ministry
and the Ministry of Agriculture for overall leadership of Sweden’s
conference preparations. The relative autonomy enjoyed by the
Committee—comprises diverse high-level experts, including
Palmstierna and climate scientist Bert Bolin,21 representing an
array of government, industry and academic institutions—helped
ensure that issues of scientific substance would not be compro-
mised by Swedish domestic politics, and help influence the
development of a robust, knowledge-based foundation for the
conference.22

The primary task of the Committee was to oversee the drafting
of Sweden’s own national report. In addition to the national
report, published in Swedish and English versions,23 three the-
matic reports were produced under the auspices of the Com-
mittee, including one promoted as Sweden’s national case study
for the Conference: Air pollution across national boundaries: The
impact on the environment of sulfur in air and precipitation (Bolin
et al., 1971)—one of the first major scientific publications on the
emerging transnational problem of acid rain.24 Sweden’s national
report, along with the thematic reports, also served as a diplo-
matic instrument intended to advance the Swedish objective of
stimulating environmental knowledge production and scientific
coordination in developing countries. For this purpose, the
Swedish national report was employed as a template for devel-
oping countries in their own production of environmental reports
for the conference. This process was further abetted by the For-
eign Ministry, which instructed its embassies around the world to
distribute the Swedish national report and acid rain study, and
assist developing countries in drafting of their own national
reports (Engfeldt, 2019).25

Science for diplomacy: an unorthodox diplomatic offensive
Another dimension of Sweden’s pre-conference science diplo-
macy was the deployment of scientists as de facto diplomats
operating on assignment of the Swedish Foreign Ministry. Their
mission was to provide additional support to local experts and
officials in certain countries in the preparation of national reports,
an initiative that some other developed countries such as Canada
also participated in (Rowland, 1973). This “unorthodox diplo-
matic offensive”, as one participant, Lars Ingelstam, describes it,
further demonstrates a key component of Sweden’s diplomatic
strategy throughout the preparation phase: the leveraging of
Swedish expertize to motivate and secure UNCHE in the face of
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skepticism towards the conference, and to stimulate broader
societal engagement with environmental issues, especially in
developing countries, while establishing a geographically broad-
based foundation of scientific knowledge on the global environ-
ment in advance of Stockholm.26

Zambia and Brazil, both of which were members of the
UNCHE preparatory committee, were identified by the Foreign
Ministry as countries that could benefit from greater Swedish
assistance in preparing national reports. Since Sweden had
existing ties to Zambia through development assistance programs,
Swedish government officials had some insight into the country’s
scientific capacity, which were deemed insufficient for composing
a comprehensive report on the environment. Herrick Balt-
scheffsky, a molecular biologist at Stockholm University, was in
1970, therefore, dispatched by the foreign ministry to Lusaka,
where he spent several weeks leading local experts in helping to
write the Zambian national report. Lars Ingelstam was sent to
Brazil in a similar yet more diplomatically sensitive scientific
mission. A mathematician, planning theorist and systems analyst,
Ingelstam was a co-author of the acid rain case study. He had
become associated with the CRF, which had commissioned the
study, through an earlier association with Arne Engström, and in
turn came into contact with the foreign ministry’s Göran Bäck-
strand, who served as one of the Committee’s influential secre-
taries. As preparations for the Conference entered an increasingly
fraught phase, Ingelstam’s expertize in systems theory came to
represent a useful asset in Sweden’s novel science diplomacy
initiative.

By 1970, Sweden’s Foreign Ministry had become concerned
over the emergence of developing country discontent over the
premise and intentions of the conference. That summer, the
development of MIT computer engineer Jay Forrester’s systems
dynamics model—which would underpin the 1972 Club of Rome
report The Limits to Growth (Meadows et al., 1972; Rowland,
1973; Ingelstam, 2012; Warde et al., 2018)—reinforced the
growing suspicions among developing countries that the indus-
trialized North aimed to curtail economic growth in the global
South. A perception was taking shape in some developing country
capitols that the upcoming UN conference was not only a dis-
traction from the international development agenda, but an
initiative intended to prevent them from exploiting their natural
resources and deny them the prosperity the North had already
secured for itself at the expense of the environment (Bäckstrand,
1972; Engfeldt, 2009; Marklund, 2019). Although such concerns
were addressed and to some extent alleviated at a June 1971
gathering of development experts in Founex, Switzerland—a
landmark event that concluded that environmental protection
and economic development were not intrinsically incompatible
(Caldwell, 1990; Ivanova, 2010), the environment-development
dichotomy and North-South divide represented an enduring issue
for the Conference preparation process and well beyond (Mace-
kura, 2015; Paglia and Sörlin, 2021).

Swedish officials regarded the mounting criticism as a sub-
stantial threat that could potentially derail preparations and
undermine the conference. Brazil was considered a particular
cause for concern due to its outspoken opposition to any initiative
that could limit its sovereignty over natural resources and con-
strain economic growth. In various United Nations fora, Brazil’s
military government strongly criticized the upcoming conference,
calling it a “rich man’s show” while leading Latin American
countries in instigating opposition, and perhaps even a boycott,
within the UN through the G77 (Bäckstrand, 1972; Kennet, 1972;
Engfeldt, 1973; Engfeldt, 2009; Macekura, 2015; Marklund, 2019).
The case was argued even from within the conference’s Pre-
paratory Committee by Brazilian diplomat Miguel Almeida
Ozorio (Strong, 2000). Owing to its influence as a major

developing country, endowed with a rich ecological heritage,
mitigating Brazil’s skepticism became a critical task for the con-
ference organizers, including the Swedish diplomats and Foreign
Ministry officials at the forefront of the preparatory process.

Under these circumstances, Lars Ingelstam was deployed as an
unofficial scientific envoy to Brasilia and Rio de Janeiro, where he
spent a week meeting with scientists, parliamentarians and gov-
ernment officials. Although his mission was ostensibly to provide
expert advice and guidance in the drafting of the Brazilian
national report, his primary diplomatic imperative was to clarify
the scientific rationale for the Conference, and—drawing upon
his expertize in systems theory—reassure officials that indus-
trialized countries were not intent on limiting the developing
world’s prospects for economic growth and prosperity. The
underlying logic of the conference, as explained by Ingelstam, was
rather to foster global cooperation on environmental issues in
order to meet the challenges that all countries faced in common.
His series of presentations were received with great interest by
Brazilian officials and scientists, even if he was often informed
that real decision-making power rested with the ruling military
regime, which maintained its strongly pro-development stance up
through the actual Stockholm Conference and after.27

Concluding discussion
The origins of global environmental governance can, as this
article has explained, be traced back to a nexus of diplomats,
scientists and government officials in Stockholm and New York
through which the Swedish initiative emerged and evolved, and
eventually culminated in the 1972 UN Conference on the Human
Environment. This late-1960s and early-1970s historical episode
demonstrates how environmental diplomacy was, from the out-
set, closely coupled with science diplomacy. Encompassing not
only trained diplomats that were able to adeptly apply scientific
expertize for establishing the environment as an issue of inter-
national politics, environmental diplomacy also involved the
scientists themselves—actors whose participation in the diplo-
matic domain played a vital role in the success of the Swedish
initiative. Fortuitously, Sweden had access at the seminal moment
of multilateral environmental diplomacy to a cadre of experts able
to formulate a convincing scientific case for an audience com-
posed of diplomats at the United Nations, and to follow upon the
first phase of the Swedish initiative with a series of additional
science diplomacy engagements.

In particular, the successful outcome of the Swedish initiative
in its first year was facilitated by the expertize of a seasoned
diplomat-scientist who was able to curate and adapt the writings
of a scientist-diplomat who only months before had penned a
popular science bestseller that—like the documents he drafted in
support of Sweden’s diplomatic offensive—combined scientific
knowledge with declensionist drama and a historical narrative of
how modern society had come to pollute and poison the human
environment. The complementary skillsets of Sverker Åström and
Hans Palmstierna in this way converged in the co-production of a
popularized scientific account of the societal risks driven by
widespread environmental degradation that enabled the unan-
imous passage of UNGA 2398 in December 1968. That resolu-
tion, like the diplomats and scientists that implemented the
Swedish initiative, expressed significant skepticism towards sci-
ence and technology, yet called for a major expansion of inter-
national scientific cooperation as a means for better
understanding and addressing the pernicious effects of modern
society on the human environment. This apparent paradox in the
relationship between science and technology on the one hand and
protection of the environment on the other is perhaps less pro-
nounced in public discourse today, but contrasting perspectives,
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between for instance pro-technology ecomodernism and values-
based interventions such as Pope Francis’ 2015 encyclical on the
environment Laudato Si’, continue to divide environmentalist
thought (Paglia, 2016).

While the science in diplomacy aspect of the Swedish initiative
is apparent in Åström’s UN statements, the diplomacy for science
imperative of UNCHE is also clearly stated in UNGA 2398, which
expresses “strong hope that the developing countries will, through
appropriate international cooperation, derive particular benefit
from the mobilization of knowledge and experience about the
problems of the human environment” (UNGA, 1968, emphasis in
original). In this sense, the pathway of industrialization taken to
date could serve as a cautionary tale for developing countries,
with the UN conference being the catalyst and conduit for a
broad range of expertize and experience flowing from North to
South to promote a more environmentally benign development
paradigm. During the Conference preparatory phase in the years
following the resolution, knowledge mobilization was realized in
substance and process through the novel national report initiative
conceived by the Swedish diplomats operating through the UN
secretariat. The innovative use of Swedish embassies to circulate
Sweden’s national report and acid rain case study also contributed
—in a subtle but substantial way—to shaping the international
perception of problems of the human environment, and how such
problems could be engaged with through science. Further, in
cases such as those elaborated above, the mobilization of
knowledge was supported by Swedish experts deployed to
developing countries on missions that served both diplomacy for
science and science for diplomacy purposes.

The science diplomacy intrinsic to the Swedish initiative also
underpinned what was inherently a major effort in public
diplomacy, initially played out within the United Nations,
intended to bring environmental issues to the attention of a
worldwide audience. As articulated in UNGA 2398, drafted by
Sweden’s UN delegation, a main motivation for organizing a
global conference was “to provide a framework for comprehen-
sive consideration within the United Nations of the problems of
the human environment in order to focus the attention of Gov-
ernments and public opinion on the importance and urgency of
this question and also to identify those aspects of it that can only
or best be solved through international co-operation and agree-
ment” (UNGA, 1968). Given the organizers’ ambition of
informing, educating and mobilizing a broad stakeholder base—
stimulating concrete action at the national, regional and inter-
national level was another stated goal of UNGA 2398—much of
the science contained in the substantial documentation and
communication efforts in advance of UNCHE (Stone, 1973),
including material such as the unofficial Conference report Only
One Earth compiled and curated by top international experts
(Ward and Dubos, 1972), was presented in a popularized form
primarily for the consumption of non-scientist delegates and
general populations around the world (Stone, 1973; Schleper,
2019).

Contemporary environmental discourse and diplomacy—
especially when directed towards broader public audiences—
continues to encompass a significant amount of popular science,
often combining data and drama in evoking a state of global
crisis, communicated by diplomatic officials, environmental
advocates and scientific experts alike (Paglia, 2018). This is par-
ticularly relevant in cases where the stakes of environmental
diplomacy are understood as greater than the zero-sum games of
negotiations for national advantage. For example, when the planet
and humanity as a whole are conceptualized as stakeholders in
common, as Sweden’s former chief climate negotiator Ambassa-
dor Bo Kjellén suggested in his aspirational idea of a “new
diplomacy for sustainable development” (Kjellén, 2007), efforts to

mobilize international opinion and awareness in support of col-
lective action on environmental problems in effect synthesize
elements of popular science and public diplomacy. From a pla-
netary stakeholder perspective, activist-popularizers such as Al
Gore and Greta Thunberg, as well as officials like former
UNFCCC Executive Secretary Christina Figueres, can be seen as
playing de facto public diplomacy roles when communicating,
championing and popularizing IPCC science for the purpose of
increasing global interest and infusing urgency into UNFCCC
negotiations—otherwise conducted by diplomats and trained
specialists in complex and highly technical topics such as global
temperature targets (Paglia and Isberg, 2021).

Applying a science diplomacy lens in providing an empirical
account of the Swedish initiative that led to the 1972 Stockholm
Conference, this article has thus provided a qualitative perspective
on a style of scientific communication—popular science—that
can inform and influence policy agendas and diplomatic pro-
ceedings, as well as popular movements. Popular science has long
been particularly influential in the realm of environmental poli-
tics, which from at least the early 1960s has been conditioned by
polemics like Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (Carson, 1962), Paul
Ehrlich’s The Population Bomb (Ehrlich, 1968), or Palmstierna’s
Plunder in Sweden. Grounded in scientific knowledge yet pre-
sented in accessible and emotive language for the purpose of
convincing a potentially indifferent or skeptical lay audience of
the rising importance and urgency of environmental problems,
the popularized science co-produced and employed by Swedish
scientists and diplomats over the course of Sweden’s 1968 inter-
vention at the United Nations played an indispensable role in the
seminal moment of multilateral environmental diplomacy and
global environmental governance.

Data availability
The datasets generated during and/or analyzed during the current
study are available from the corresponding author on reasonable
request.
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Notes
1 Engfeldt L-G, personal communication.
2 Engfeldt L-G, personal communication.
3 Åström S, Sveriges ständiga representation vid förenta nationerna, memorandum to
Swedish Foreign Ministry, March 13, 1968.

4 Bäckstrand G, personal communication.
5 “Statement by Mr. Börje Billner before the General Assembly on December 13, 1967,
on agenda item 27, Question of holding further conferences on the peaceful sues of
atomic energy”.

6 Bäckstrand, Swedish Foreign Ministry, Promemoria April 11, 1968, “FN-konferens
för miljövård”.

7 Bäckstrand, Swedish Foreign Ministry, Promemoria April 25, 1968, “Kort resumé av
diskussioner och beslut vid sammanträde med den förberedande arbetsgruppen för
eventuell FN-konferens kring miljövårdsproblem”.

8 Palmstierna’s text forwarded by Göran Bäckstrand from Swedish Foreign Ministry to
Sweden’s UN mission via telegram on May 10, 1968. “Question of convening a UN
conference on the problems of human environment to be put on the agenda of
ECOSOC:s 45th Session”.

9 In letter sent by Lennart Eckerberg at the Swedish Foreign Ministry to Sverker
Åström on July 5, 1968, “Översättning av svensk miljövårdsdokument till ECOSOC/
Anförande i FN:s Ekonomiska och sociala råd (ECOSOC)”.

10 “Statement by the Representative of Sweden, Ambassador Sverker Åström, on agenda
items 5 (c) and (d) in the Economic Committee of the Economic and Social Council,
May 24, 1968”; and, “Statement by Ambassador Sverker Åström, on agenda item 12,
the question of convening an international Conference on the problems of human
environment, in the ECOSOC meeting in Geneva, on July 19, 1968.” Swedish
Ministry for Foreign Affairs.
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11 The Explanatory Memorandum included a cover letter dated May 20, 1968 written by
Sverker Åström and addressed to U.N. Secretary-General U Thant requesting that an
item entitled “The question of convening an international conference on the
problems of human environment” be inscribed on the agenda of the 45th Session of
the Economic and Social Council.

12 Engfeldt L-G, personal communication.
13 According to Engfeldt (2009), the July 1968 ECOSOC was the first mention of

climate change in a main U.N. organ.
14 Engfeldt L-G, personal communication.
15 “Statement by the Swedish Representative, Ambassador Sverker Åström, in the

General Assembly on Tuesday, 3 December, 1968.”
16 Palmstierna traced the actual problem of acid precipitation to approximately 1955

and the conversion to oil for heating and electricity generation in much of Europe.
17 Also Engfeldt L-G, personal communication. Based on his review of Foreign Ministry

documents, Engfeldt disputes McCormick’s (1989) claim that the Swedish initiative
was motivated by parochial concerns over acid rain.

18 Engfeldt L-G, personal communication.
19 Engfeldt L-G, personal communication.
20 Engfeldt L-G, personal communication.
21 Arguably one of the most prominent scientist-diplomats of the twentieth century’s

second half, Bolin would later become, in 1988, founding chairman of the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (Paglia and Parker, 2021).

22 Bäckstrand G, personal communication.
23 The English version of Sweden’s national report also included explanations in Arabic,

Chinese, French, Russian and Spanish, demonstrating the complementary
pedagogical purpose of the report.

24 The other thematic reports were on work environments (Royal Ministry of Foreign
Affairs/Royal Ministry of Agriculture 1971a, 1971b) and the connection between
urbanization and stress (Carlestam and Levi, 1971).

25 Engfeldt L-G, personal communication; Bäckstrand G, personal communication.
26 Bäckstrand G, Ingelstam L, Engfeldt L-G, personal communications.
27 Ingelstam L, personal communication.
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