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OLYMPIC DREAMS

The dream of hosting the Olympics evokes stirring images of athletes
competing in idyllic settings. Such imagery can be powerfully ap-
pealing for cities seeking the world’s attention. Yet staging the
games takes place on the contested terrain of urban politics. Olym-
pic hosts may aspire to hold the best games ever, but the realities in-
herent in governing urban America bend and alter the materialization
of Olympic dreams. Los Angeles, Atlanta, and Salt Lake City have
all sought to fulfill their Olympic dream. By examining their experi-
ences, we can gain a better understanding of the impact of these
events on urban politics.

The appeal of hosting the Olympic games for a city ought to be
obvious. The games last only a short time but promise many bene-
fits, both tangible and intangible. Among the tangible benefits are
thousands of tourists, from suburban families traveling downtown
for the award ceremonies to foreign dignitaries and business people
staying at the best hotels. The intangible benefits include days of
worldwide saturation television coverage and hundreds of glowing
media stories about the city. Indeed, Olympic boosters nearly always
claim that the real value of the games comes from being associated
with the Olympic image.

Of course, image creation can be a fickle endeavor. Consider the
case of Salt Lake City. Members of various Olympic bid committees
spent years and millions of dollars trying to attract the winter games
to the city. In 1995, Juan Antonio Samaranch, president of the Inter-
national Olympic Committee (IOC), announced that Salt Lake City
would host the 2002 winter games. For local leaders, the Olympics
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represented a symbolic step onto the world stage for their city. Just
as quickly, however, the Olympic-sized dream turned into an Olym-
pic nightmare.

The story of Salt Lake City’s Olympic scandal broke in late No-
vember 1998, when a local television reporter turned up evidence
that Salt Lake’s Olympic committees had paid the tuition and living
expenses for the daughter of an IOC member. In the days that fol-
lowed, the story took on a life of its own as new accounts of ex-
cesses and favors for IOC members were revealed. Officials on the
Salt Lake Olympic Organizing Committee (SLOC) tried to down-
play the reports by characterizing the payments as “humanitarian as-
sistance” intended to support Olympic activities in less developed
countries.

The story exploded in the media, however, when longtime
Olympic insider and IOC member Marc Hodler of Switzerland
spoke bluntly about the problems in the bidding process. Hodler
called the Salt Lake City payments “bribes.” Soon the story was big
news nationally and internationally as well: “Olympic Scandal Soils
a Clean City” (Philadelphia Inquirer, 4 January 1999); “Olympic
Glory Is Fading in Utah” (Washington Post, 16 December 1998);
“Olympic Votes Hinge on Bribes” (Toronto Star, 13 December
1998); “Salt Lake City Officials Staggered by Bid Scandal” (USA
Today, 14 December 1998); and “Salt Lake Mayor Quits as Olympic
Scandal Grows” (New York Times, 12 January 1999). This definitely
was not the kind of media attention that Salt Lake’s leaders had
envisioned.

The story continued to snowball in the months that followed as
reports surfaced about lavish shopping trips and expensive vaca-
tions, free medical treatments, jobs or consulting contracts, and even
direct cash payments to IOC members or their families. The scandal
spread beyond Salt Lake as allegations of improper gifts or pay-
ments were raised about bids in Atlanta, Sydney, and Nagano. The
media storm eventually became so severe that four separate investi-
gations were launched respectively by the Salt Lake Organizing
Committee, the United States Olympic Committee (USOC), the In-
ternational Olympic Committee, and the U.S. Justice Department
concerning possible criminal violations.

Many of the charges reported in the media were supported by
these investigations. A report issued by the board of ethics of the
Salt Lake Organizing Committee documented numerous instances of
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payments to IOC members or their families, which were intended to
influence the selection process (Hall et al. 1999). In the most egre-
gious case, that of IOC member Jean-Claude Ganga, the bid commit-
tee paid for trips and medical treatments for Mr. Ganga, his wife,
and his mother-in-law. More than $17,000 in medical expenses were
paid for directly by the Salt Lake bid committee, and the total ex-
penses for the Ganga family amounted to more than $250,000 (Hall
et al. 1999, 37-38).

The aid to Mr. Ganga was hardly unique. The daughter of IOC
member René Essomba received $108,000 in rent, tuition, and ex-
penses from the Salt Lake bid and organizing committees while she
attended American University in Washington, D.C. (Hall et al. 1999,
31). Some IOC members received direct cash payments for undocu-
mented purposes or lavish vacations, including trips to Las Vegas,
Disneyland, and a trip to Florida for the 1995 Super Bowl (Hall et
al. 1999, 37). All told, the Salt Lake bid committee reportedly spent
more than one million dollars to woo IOC members with inappropri-
ate gifts and assistance.

Why would individuals merely seeking to bring a sporting event
to their city resort to such actions? There are certainly many possible
motivations. Perhaps officials of the Salt Lake bid were simply un-
ethical and willing to win at any cost. Or bid officials could have
been so immersed in the competitive nature of the IOC selection
process that they crossed the line between honest and dishonest
competition. Or were members of the IOC the real culprits? Perhaps
some IOC members were willing to promise votes to a bid city in
exchange for material benefits.

In the case of Salt Lake City, any or all of these explanations
may be true. But despite the protests of some IOC officials, it is evi-
dent that the activities associated with the Salt Lake bid campaign
were not obviously out of place in the bid process (Mitchell et al.
1999). Similar charges of excessive favors or even outright bribery
have been raised about bid campaigns conducted by other cities, and
the USOC’s report refers to a “culture of improper gift giving”
within the IOC (Mitchell et al. 1999, 36). Clearly, there are broader
questions here than simply the motivations of a few people in Salt
Lake City.

The key to answering the broader questions raised by the un-
seemly nature of the bid process, we believe, is to recognize that for
the bid cities much more was involved than merely the opportunity



4 OLYMPIC DREAMS

to host a sporting event. Indeed, the excesses of bid committees may
not be so much an ethical aberration as the logical consequence of
efforts to ensure the success of a high-risk strategy. After all, what
advantages would there be to a city, tangible or intangible, if there
were no high-profile event?

B Mega-events and Local Politics

The focus of this book is not on the scandalous behavior of Olympic
boosters or problems with the IOC selection process. Rather, our
concern is with the impact that mega-events have on the politics of
American cities. We address the broad issue of how these events af-
fect the governance of host cities by focusing on four questions: (1)
How and why do cities seek to host mega-events? (2) How are pol-
icy decisions concerning mega-events made? (3) What are the out-
comes of hosting a mega-event? and (4) What can the conduct of
mega-events tell us about urban politics generally?

The theme we will develop is that efforts by U.S. cities to attract
events such as the Olympics are the product of a deliberate strategy
for promoting local economic growth—the mega-event strategy.
Hosting a premier event such as the Olympics or a world’s fair is
central to this strategy because city leaders are seeking not just
short-term tourist revenues but to change their city’s image and per-
haps even the city’s physical structure (Essex and Chalkley 1998).
Despite the enormous amount of attention and even controversy that
accompany such events, little attention has been paid to the potential
consequences of this strategy. Debate over the pursuit of a mega-
event tends to focus on its economic impact—the cost of the stadium,
the value of a new hotel, or the tax revenues generated—but rarely
on the broader political and social ramifications (M. Roche 1992).
We believe that the study of urban mega-events can illuminate ques-
tions of enduring importance in urban politics such as what strate-
gies do cities use to pursue economic growth, what role does local
government play, and who benefits?

The mega-event strategy is not a new phenomenon. Various
American cities have sought to host showcase events in the hope of
making their city a tourist destination. In recent years, however,
the mega-event strategy has taken on renewed prominence in cities
as the result of the confluence of several factors: the success of the
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entrepreneurial Los Angeles Olympics, the demise of federal urban
aid, and the rise of the global economy.

The event that triggered the contemporary focus on using the
Olympic games as an urban mega-event was the 1984 Los Angeles
Olympics. Despite the inauspicious circumstances of a Soviet boy-
cott of the games, the Los Angeles Olympics were widely regarded
as a success. From the perspective of other cities, this success was
not because of the level of athletic competition, goodwill among na-
tions, or even a triumph of logistics. The success of the Los Angeles
games from the vantage point of other cities stemmed from two fac-
tors. First, with their Hollywood-crafted opening and closing cere-
monies, the games generated large television audiences and positive
publicity for the city and its tourist industry, with little apparent pub-
lic controversy. Second, the city was able to attract this positive at-
tention with minimal use of local tax dollars because the Los Ange-
les organizers raised an enormous amount of private money through
corporate sponsorships and ended with a sizable surplus. For city
leaders looking to refurbish their city’s image and get the attention
of businesses around the world, hosting the Olympics now appeared
to offer a perfect way to do both with little cost to local taxpayers.

Absent other conditions, the success of the entrepreneurial Los
Angeles Olympics might have attracted nothing more than the envi-
ous attention of mayors from other cities. Another high-profile event
the same year, however, sent an important message to the leaders of
U.S. cities. In November 1984, Ronald Reagan was overwhelmingly
reelected. The election results confirmed a profound shift in federal
policy toward American cities. The Reagan administration argued
that state and local governments should look to the free market, not
the federal government, to improve their material existence (Wolman
1986), and during Reagan’s tenure, funding for programs to assist
urban areas was eliminated or greatly reduced (Caraley 1992). The
reduction of federal funds had a tremendous impact on development
policies of state and local governments. While some local govern-
ments responded by reducing development activities, others adopted
more entrepreneurial policies (Eisinger 1988; Clarke and Gaile 1992,
1998). Clarke and Gaile (1992, 1998) identify the period after 1984
as the “postfederal” era of local economic development. This period
is characterized by greater willingness of local governments to take
risks, increased cooperation among governments on a metropolitan
or regional level, and greater reliance on public-private partnerships
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or quasi-public agencies to implement development projects. Thus, just
as American voters elected a president committed to ending the flow of
federal money to U.S. cities, Los Angeles was showing how to attract
money and attention to a city through a high-profile sporting event.

Even under ordinary circumstances, the changing nature of fed-
eral urban policy coming together with a successful model of an
urban mega-event would have sparked the interest of city leaders
across the United States. The circumstances facing cities in the late
1980s and 1990s, however, were not ordinary. The global economy,
much discussed but little in evidence throughout the 1970s, was rap-
idly becoming a reality. Creation of the European Union and move-
ment toward a single currency, implementation of the North Ameri-
can Free Trade Agreement, and the creation of the World Trade
Organization provided unmistakable signs that world trade in goods
and services was becoming more internationally competitive. For
business and government alike, it was increasingly evident that com-
petition for jobs and investments would no longer be primarily with
the state or city next door but might well be with a nation or city
across the globe. In short, the global economy became an important
feature of the broader environment within which cities compete for
economic growth (Barnes and Ledebur 1998; Fry 1995; Knight 1989).

The combination of declining federal aid and increasing world-
wide competition for business meant that American cities not only
had to employ more entrepreneurial techniques to promote develop-
ment but had to do so on the world stage. Thus the global economy
intensified interest in international mega-events. After the success of
the summer games in Los Angeles, the Olympics became the pre-
ferred mega-event for U.S. cities because of its appeal to corporate
sponsors, the power of its image, and its potential as a catalyst for
urban change.

Of course, one factor that makes the Olympics so valuable is its
infrequent occurrence. Each set of games is held only every four
years, and the IOC has a habit of rotating the location of the games.
Further, the escalating amounts paid for broadcasting rights have el-
evated the Olympics as business, enticing more cities into the com-
petition to host the games. Certainly, local officials contemplating a
mega-event strategy have to recognize that getting the games is not
easy. The lure of the potential benefits is there, however, for cities
willing to accept the odds.
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Not all cities are inclined to pursue such a risky path toward
economic development, yet some do. What factors lead cities to em-
bark on a mega-event strategy? We argue that two factors are central
to its adoption: The first is the existence of an established growth
regime in the city; the second is a desire to create or change the
city’s image. A growth regime is essentially a network of public and
private leaders that functions as an informal government within a
city (Stoker 1995; Stone 1993). Its goal is to encourage growth
within the city, and its existence is vital to an Olympic bid. Without
an established government-business network in place to provide au-
thority and resources, an Olympic bid would simply not occur.

The existence of a growth regime by itself, however, is not suf-
ficient to start a city down the mega-event path. Another necessary
ingredient, at least among individuals within the regime if not
among city residents generally, is a desire to establish or modify the
city’s image. As many U.S. cities have begun to rely on tourism and
other consumption-oriented activities as a component of their local
development policy, the issue of how to enhance a city’s image has
been pushed to the forefront. City image has thus become an impor-
tant concern for development policy generally (Pagano and Bowman
1995), but image is especially salient in the mega-event strategy
(Hall 1996; M. Roche 1992).

B The Olympic Endeavor in Three Cities

In this book, we investigate the impact of high-profile development
events by examining one type of mega-event, the Olympic games, in
three American cities: Los Angeles (1984), Atlanta (1996), and Salt
Lake City (2002). We could have chosen to focus on several differ-
ent mega-events or to examine Olympic cities in other nations, but
we chose to study the Olympics in these three cities because we be-
lieve there are two important stories to tell. The first is about the rise
of the Olympics as the urban mega-event since the advent of the
1984 Los Angeles games. Although hosting the Olympics has always
been an important happening for any city holding the games, it was
only after the financial success of the Los Angeles games that U.S.
cities began to look at the Olympics as a vehicle for promoting local
development without requiring large sums from local tax dollars.



