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1

Introduction: Sports Mega-Events,
Sustainable Development and
Civil Societies

Graeme Hayes and John Karamichas

On 24 March 2008, at Olympia, the site of the ancient Olympic Games in
Greece, a ceremony was held to mark the quadrennial ceremonial lighting
of the Olympic torch. The event itself promised added value as a media spec-
tacle for reasons beyond the symbolism of Olympic pageantry. The Olympic
host nation, China, was subject to widespread criticism for its human rights
record in general, and its violent repression of protest in Tibet in particular;
the global media were expecting to capture the possible hijacking of the day’s
events by pro-Tibet campaigners. A year earlier, Greece had experienced the
most devastating forest fires in its modern history; the last-minute salvation
of the world heritage site of Olympia, as the flames had already entered the
site, provided an opportunity for the Greek government to demonstrate the
country’s symbolic survival. Notwithstanding the extensive security opera-
tion that was mounted on the day by the authorities, three members of
the Paris-based media advocacy group Reporters sans Frontiéres (Reporters
Without Borders) managed to evade security and disrupt the speech of
BOCOG (Beijing Organizing Committee for the Olympic Games) president
(and Beijing Communist Party Secretary) Liu Qi and were arrested as they
were about to unfurl a banner representing the Olympic Rings as handcuffs.
Greek and Chinese state media acted promptly: live television coverage sud-
denly cut away to carefully selected footage of the ancient landscape. No
footage of the incident was shown in the live transmission by either the
Greek or Chinese state-run TV channels. ‘If the Olympic flame is sacred,
human rights are even more so’, Reporters sans Frontiéres said in a state-
ment. ‘We cannot let the Chinese government seize the Olympic flame,
a symbol of peace; without denouncing the dramatic situation of human
rights in the country.’ ‘It’s always sad when there are protests. But they
were not violent and I think that’s the important thing’, countered 10C
(International Olympic Committee) president Jacques Rogge (both quoted
in The Guardian 24 March 2008).



2 Graeme Hayes and John Karamichas

This volume is about sports mega-events; their social, political and cul-
tural characters; the value systems that they inscribe and draw on; the
claims they make on us and the claims the organizers make for them; the
spatial and ethical relationships they create; and the responses of civil socie-
ties to them. Our premise is that sports mega-events — in Maurice Roche’s
now familiar formulation, ‘large-scale [...] events, which have a dramatic
character, mass popular appeal and international significance’ (2000: 1),
and which generally encompass Olympic and Commonwealth Games,
FIFA (Fédération Internationale de Football Association) World Cups and
UEFA (Union of European Football Associations) Championships (but also
perhaps, in some observers’ eyes, rugby and cricket world cups, and other
recurrent multi-national sports or multi-sports tournaments) — are not sim-
ply sporting or cultural phenomena. They are also political and economic
events, characterized by the generation and projection of symbolic mean-
ings — most obviously over the nature of statehood, economic power and
collective cultural identity — and by social conflict, especially over land
use, and over the extent and contours of public spending commitments.
Because of their peculiar spatial and temporal organization, they raise ques-
tions about the relationships between global cultural and economic flows
and particular local and national spaces; because of what Hiller terms the
‘phases in their evolution’ (2000: 192), or not simply the time of the event
itself but those of pre-event bid construction, tournament implementation
and post-event ‘legacy’, they ask us to consider the effects of the event on
the long-term direction, implementation and consequences of public policy.
Most fundamentally, sports mega-events interest us because of their capac-
ity to reveal the orientation of national and global political systems and
processes, and the ideological assumptions and operations that underpin
them.

This volume is designed to fill a major lacuna in the literature on sports
mega-events. Given the size of their global audience and their political,
economic and cultural importance, it is perhaps unsurprising that mega-
events have begun to generate an impressive academic literature, particu-
larly in the fields of tourism and leisure studies, business studies, urban
studies, media and communication studies and sports sociology. Yet despite
(as we shall see) the dominant trends and seemingly inherently controver-
sial nature of the conditions under which sports mega-events are staged,
they have given rise to relatively little in the way of analysis addressing
the importance of globalization, environmental performance, claims to sus-
tainable development, and social and civic responses from either sociology
or political science. Such analysis and discussion are particularly impor-
tant given the nature of pre-event claims made by metropolitan political,
business and media (‘booster’) elites. Typically, these claims are designed
to convince domestic publics and international regulatory bodies, such as
UEFA, FIFA and the I0C, of the necessity of hosting sports mega-events
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for the delivery of desirable urban policy goals, conceived in terms of the
creation of post-event legacies. Increasingly, these projected legacies take
the form of large-scale, top-down, transformative urban projects: new hous-
ing; leisure, corporate and retail construction projects; the development of
transport infrastructures; the implementation of sustainable development
and environmental best practice programmes; and so on.

This book therefore focuses on a series of specific characteristics of these
events, characteristics which appear to us to be increasingly central to their
staging and design, and of our understanding of their function. These are
the questions of globalization, be it political, economic or cultural, and par-
ticularly in its the neo-liberal guise, and the effects of mega-events on urban
infrastructural development; of the increasingly corporate nature of sports
mega-events, and their consequent social impacts; of the role of mega-events
in showcasing and promoting sustainable development programmes, but
also the impacts of mega-events on the physical environment; of their elite
nature, and of the relationships between political elites and publics; and
finally, especially given their promotion as popular cultural celebrations, of
the nature of democratic participation in their design, and the subsequent
responses of civil societies to mega-events. The contributors to this volume
come from different academic disciplines - from sociology and from polit-
ical science most obviously, but also from architecture and design, from
management and urban studies, not to mention from social movements
themselves — and we anticipate that the readers of this volume will likewise
have backgrounds in different disciplines and sub-disciplines — comparative
politics, environmental politics, political sociology, sports history, sports
sociology, cultural studies and so on. We also hope this book will appeal to
the general lay reader. Given the heterogeneous nature of the volume’s audi-
ence, the aim of this introduction is to give a flavour of the nature of the
different contributions the book brings together, and to establish the main
developments and debates which the subsequent chapters will discuss. The
introduction has therefore been divided into three sections: mega-events
and globalization; mega-events, sustainable development and environmen-
tal politics; the corporate character and social impacts of mega-events, and
civic responses and resistances to them. The volume as a whole replicates
this structure.

Mega-events and globalization

For many observers, sports mega-events seem to crystallize, or reveal, the
processes at the heart of contemporary globalization. Anthony Giddens,
for example, in his foundational Sociology textbook, introduces his discus-
sion of globalization by pointing to the FIFA World Cup as a key example
of the globalizing effects of information and communication technolo-
gies (2006: 50), whilst Richard Giulianotti, introducing his selection of key



