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“Today, the IOC is a carbon-neutral organization, 
also thanks to Olympic House. But in response to the 
worsening climate crisis, we cannot afford to stand 

still. As the leader of the Olympic Movement, we have a 
responsibility and we have to be ambitious.”

Dr Thomas BACH, IOC President 
Extract from his Closing Report during the  

137th IOC Session (10 March 2021) 



10

Foreword  

by the Honorary Dean of the International Olympic Academy 

Prof. Konstantinos GEORGIADIS  ............................................................................................................................ 13

Opening

Opening Address of the Session Proceedings 

by the President of the International Olympic Academy 

Isidoros KOUVELOS  ............................................................................................................................................................ 19

prOccedings

Lectures

Achievement of human rights through sports 
Prof. Bruce KIDD (CAN)  .................................................................................................................................................. 25

Olympic Games and Human Rights 
Prof. Susan BROWNELL (USA)  ............................................................................................................................... 36

Human Rights and Olympic Movement 
David WALLECHINSKY (USA)  ................................................................................................................................ 46

Protecting athletes from sexual harassment and violence  
Prof. José Luis PÉREZ TRIVIÑO (ESP) .............................................................................................................. 53

Sport as a tool for the inclusion of refugees, immigrants and ex-addicts  
in local communities 
Prof. Yannis THEODORAKIS (GRE)  .................................................................................................................... 62

CONTENTS



11

CONTENTS

Community rights to leverage the Olympic visitor economy  
Assoc. Prof. Michael B. DUIGNAN (GBR)  ...................................................................................................... 71

Mega sport events and public space 
Prof. David McGILLIVRAY (GBR)  .......................................................................................................................... 78

Olympic Experiences 

Lena GABRŠČEK (SLO)  ................................................................................................................................................................ 91

Geneviève SAUMUR (CAN)  ....................................................................................................................................................... 93

Marisleysis CEDEÑO (GUA)  ...................................................................................................................................................... 97

Maria TSOURI (GRE)  ......................................................................................................................................................................... 99

Ka Man LEE (HKG)  ...........................................................................................................................................................................100

Ariana ORREGO (PER)  ................................................................................................................................................................101

Louise CAVENAILE (BEL)  ........................................................................................................................................................103

Extracurricular Activities 

Arts Programme – Fine Art and Arts Happening  .............................................................................................107

Sound/Music Workshop  ................................................................................................................................................................111

Dance Workshop  ...................................................................................................................................................................................112

Poetry and Literature Workshop .........................................................................................................................................114

Virtual Workouts  ....................................................................................................................................................................................129

Communications and Social Media  ................................................................................................................................130

Cultural Meetings  ..................................................................................................................................................................................131

Social Meeting  ..........................................................................................................................................................................................133

Torch Relay  .................................................................................................................................................................................................135

Interactive Olympic Quiz  ..............................................................................................................................................................136

Conclusions of the Working Groups 

French-Speaking Working Group 1  ................................................................................................................................139

English-Speaking Working Groups 2 – 6  ..................................................................................................................142



60th INTERNATIONAL SESSION FOR YOUNG PARTICIPANTS

12

clOsing

Closing Address on behalf of the Session’s English-Speaking Participants  
by Stavros STAVROU (CYP)  ............................................................................... 159

Closing Address on behalf of the Session’s French-Speaking Participants 
by Mathilde ZUDDAS (FRA)  ................................................................................ 161

Closing Address on behalf of the Session’s Coordinators 

by Yarden HAR LEV (ISR)  .................................................................................. 163

Closing Address on behalf of the Session’s Lecturers  
by Prof. Susan BROWNELL (USA)  ..................................................................... 165

Closing Address of the Session Proceedings  
by the Honorary Dean of the International Olympic Academy 
Prof. Konstantinos GEORGIADIS  ........................................................................ 167

List of Participants  ............................................................................................. 169



13

The IOC President, Dr Thomas Bach, in his message for Olympism in the wake 
of this pandemic, proposed “Let us take this opportunity in a way of unity 
and creativity to emerge from this crisis even stronger than before”. The IOA 
responded to this urging in the best possible way, taking into account the pan-
demic. Management and staff, in collaboration with teachers and volunteers, 
created original distance learning activities on Olympism and human rights 
which won admiration and positive comments from the international audience 
and many other observers at the Sessions. The special topic: “Olympic Games: 
Human Rights, Diversity and Inclusion in Sport” was highly engaging and in-
teresting. Excellent lectures were presented which led to high-level discussions 
among the delegates, strengthening the educational prestige of the IOA.

This is the 60th year that the International Session for Young Participants 
has taken place, during which 63 participants from 61 countries, 16 coordina-
tors and several observers attended daily lectures by seven eminent speakers. 
Participants were required to attend the lectures and take part in the working 
groups that followed in order to discuss the content of the lectures and reach 
conclusions which they presented on the last day of the Session. The pro-
gramme of the 60th Session was enriched with a number of different activities, 
ranging from online training sessions and social gatherings to artistic activities 
and cultural meetings. The schedule of the Session was adapted to accommo-
date participants from all continents. 

Prof. Bruce Kidd (CAN) spoke on “Achievements of human rights through 
sports”, while Prof. Susan Brownell (USA) discussed the topic: “Olympic 
Games and Human Rights”. David Wallechinsky (USA) focused on “Human 
Rights and the Olympic Movement”. Prof. Yannis Theodorakis (GRE) analysed 
the importance of “Sport as a tool for the integration of refugees, immigrants 
and ex-addicts into local communities”. Of particular interest was the topic of 
Assoc. Prof. Mike Duignan (GBR), “Community rights to leverage the Olym-
pic visitor economy”. Finally, Professors David McGillivray (GBR) and José 

FOREWORD
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Luis Pérez Triviño (ESP) concluded the lecturers' presentations with the topics: 
“Mega sport events and public space” and “Protecting athletes from sexual 
harassment and violence” respectively.

In the framework of the artistic activities, a series of daily workshops were 
organised such as Poetry/Literature, Sound Art/Music, Performing Arts/Dance 
and Visual Arts/Fine Arts. A special project was proposed for which all work-
shops would collaborate to create a short film on the theme “Olympism and 
Human Rights”.

Music has a unique power to unite people, especially at times when they 
are in “social isolation”. The online Sound/Music Workshop was a “space” for 
meetings and encounters, through which one could listen to music, play and 
sing. The coordinators together with the participants worked on two different 
projects: (1) Short films (2) The international tour of the “Chihuahua” band.

It is important to be aware of the differences between cultures but also how 
similar they are, in order to understand the basic Olympic values, especially 
the value of Respect. That is why, during the dance workshop the idea was for 
the participants to learn from each other, demonstrate and teach each other 
the traditional dances of their countries. Discussing about the traditions of the 
participants, the coordinators together with the participants worked on two 
different projects, namely: (1) Short films (2) “Adding the words, adding the 
dances”.

At the initiative of Pierre de Coubertin, the Olympic Games were combined 
in the past with competitions in literature and poetry. In the same context, the 
poetry/literature workshop is popular among the participants of the Young 
Participants’ Session and this year it took place twice a day over five days. 
Both participants and coordinators created poems that showcased the Olympic 
Values through 3 different projects, namely: (1) Short Films (2) Dada Poems 
(3) Narrative Poems on Human Rights and Olympism.

As Art is an integral part of Olympism, the participants of the online Fine 
Arts workshop practiced techniques on how sound and movement are trans-
lated. Participants were evaluated on the basis of the creation of abstract col-
ourful patterns that would add to the film’s visual aesthetics. The coordinators 
together with the participants worked on two different projects, namely: (1) 
Short films (2) “The Art of Eating”.

Social meetings were an opportunity for networking and creating new social 
connections, achieving interaction between the participants. These meetings 

60th INTERNATIONAL SESSION FOR YOUNG PARTICIPANTS
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FOREWORD

were held twice a day over five days, with about 20 participants each time, 
who through a series of active social games “broke the ice” with discussions 
on Olympic topics etc.

Participants had the opportunity to acquaint themselves with cultural tra-
ditions and national milestones on a new, online base, which added another 
level to the event. Two cultural activities were carried out online, each with 40 
participants. In 3 to 5 minutes each participant presented a PowerPoint or a 
short video about their country. The coordinators in charge of the Session’s 
cultural activities supervised each presentation.

The virtual tour of the Museum of the History of the Ancient Olympic 
Games, as well as the physical tour, was a unique opportunity for the partic-
ipants to visit Olympia and learn about its history. It was conducted by Kon-
stantinos Antonopoulos, archaeologist of the 7th Ephorate of Antiquities of the 
Hellenic Ministry of Culture.

Sports activities are a very popular and interesting part of the Young Par-
ticipants' Session. The idea was that online exercises would be presented by 
participants for 30 minutes twice a day and they would be performed indoors 
including equipment, if necessary, allowing access to everyone from home. A 
total of 12 activities took place, led by coordinators and participants. Due to 
the different time zones in the participants’ countries, the training sessions took 
place between 00:00-12:00pm with different types of sporting activities such 
as home workouts, fencing, karate, taekwondo, core training, yoga, zumba 
and high intensity interval training. We also had a guest coach, Ulrich Rosen 
(International Session for Young Participants, 1995), who taught the young 
participants Chinese Dao Yin Yoga.

The Olympic flame brought hope around the world, travelling to some 39 
countries by 58 participants who carried makeshift and real torches during the 
2020 Young Participants’ Session. The idea of the first online lighting of the 
flame was born a few months before the Session, when some coordinators 
thought about how important it was to keep this tradition alive even online 
(and more so than ever before). To make this happen, the coordinators asked 
participants to make a 5-minute video of the torch being relayed in a creative 
way. Participants who did not have a real torch could create a new one, with 
materials that represented Olympism in a personal way.

Moreover, the interactive Olympic quiz introduced the young participants to 
the Olympic Movement and its values. Its international version has become an 
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IOA tradition since 2017 and in 2020 it was presented online for the first time. 
This special edition recorded the highest number of active participants of the 
Session with 48 participants and coordinators from 5 continents. The winner 
was participant Stavros Stavrou from Cyprus, with Ravid Zafrani from Israel 
second and Pablo García from Spain third.

At each event, in any organisation, communication is the key. There was 
parallel communication with participants over three main channels, before and 
during the IOA's Young Participants’ Session. 

1. IOA Platform – Set up specifically for the IOA to carry out its academic 
programmes and various activities. This channel used the ZOOM platform.

2. IOA Facebook group – This was a private group managed by a coordi-
nator responsible for daily updates of the Session’s programme. This channel 
started its activities two months before the opening of the Session to motivate 
participants to action. Through it, the coordinators promoted all the above 
activities in addition to the lectures. 

3. IOA WhatsApp group – Another channel to convey immediate and ur-
gent messages during the Session, and to stay connected after the Session. 

Prior to the Session, participants were instructed how to use the above 
channels to ensure effective communication through them. This approach 
proved to be excellent for the needs of the IOA and is highly recommended 
for future activities.

Moreover, in 2020, the renovation of the facilities of the International Olym-
pic Academy, funded by the International Olympic Committee started at full 
speed. We would like to take this opportunity to express our thanks to the 
President and members of the International Olympic Committee, as the fa-
cilities under construction will accommodate today’s youth and the youth of 
future generations and teach them the Olympic philosophy. This is a project 
of historic importance for the IOA and the Olympic Movement, as it will give a 
new impetus to educational and sporting events with the new facilities helping 
to meet all the needs of its visitors. Its modernised services will allow the seam-
less dissemination of the Olympic values and ideals advocated by the Olympic 
Movement throughout the world.

Prof. Konstantinos GEORGIADIS
University of Peloponnese

IOA Honorary Dean

60th INTERNATIONAL SESSION FOR YOUNG PARTICIPANTS
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Dear participants,
For about 60 years, the welcome of the Young Participants in the Inter-

national Session of the IOA always took place on the Hill of Pnyx in Athens 
and then, in Ancient Olympia, next to the place that gave birth to the Olympic 
Games.

This year, the catastrophic pandemic that has struck humanity and con-
tinues to affect all parts of the world, some of them less and some of them 
more, obliges us to welcome you online, in an effort to preserve the legacy of 
this Session, as well as other annual educational activities of the International 
Olympic Academy.

It is a fact, of course, that our virtual gathering will not replace the unique-
ness of getting together in the magic surroundings of Ancient Olympia. For this 
reason, in order to reward your participation in this online meeting this year, 
the IOA has decided to allow your exceptional participation in the 2021 Ses-
sion, in our renovated facilities, if your Olympic Committee elects you again 
as its representative. 

Thus, you will have the opportunity to experience for a few days this historic 
place, as thousands of other young people have done throughout the 60 years 
of the Academy’s existence.

The topic chosen for this year’s Session, “Human Rights, Diversity and 
Inclusion in Sport”, is one of the most controversial topics the scholars of the 
Olympic Movement have been concerned with. This is not because there is the 
slightest doubt as to whether the Olympic Movement believes in and supports 
the protection of human rights, as this is also envisaged as a fundamental Prin-
ciple in the IOC Charter; such concerns pertain rather to the possible extent of 
this Principle’s application to every-day life in all societies!

OPENING ADDRESS 
of the Session Proceedings 

by the President of the International Olympic Academy
Isidoros KOUVELOS
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From the time of Pierre de Coubertin to that of Avery Brundage, and then, 
from Juan Antonio Samaranch to Thomas Bach today, this issue and its polit-
ical impact has raised concern, in all its aspects, among the university commu-
nity, the world of sports, and largely the media.

The topic on which you will focus, in the following days, had already been 
selected by the IOA Ephoria, since the end of 2019.

At that time, we could have not imagined that a few months later, in May 
2020, the assassination of African-American George Floyd, in the United States 
would spark an international debate on human rights advocacy and the con-
demnation of racial discrimination in every level of social life and even that of 
sports!

It is well known to all of us that the condemnation of racial discrimination 
in sport has, to date, raised concern in the IOC, in several cases, including 
those in South Africa and Rhodesia. The IOC’s position on non-involvement 
of sport in the ideological and political governance choices of various States is 
also well known.

Floyd’s assassination, in particular the way it took place, naturally enough, 
triggered reactions around the world. Inevitably, this led many athletes to react 
strongly, condemning this policy of discrimination and lack of respect for diver-
sity, showing their solidarity and engaging in symbolic acts, such as “kneeling” 
at the beginning of many sport events. 

Even last week, the withdrawal of Milwaukie Bucks from an NBA game, in 
protest of the assassination attempt on another African-American in Wisconsin, 
showed, in the most solemn way, that sport, as a spectacle, is determined to 
play its own role in the global “show” of condemnation of phenomena, such 
as those observed in the United States and in other parts of the world, which 
indicate a lack of respect for the individual and a violation of individual rights.

As expected, protesting against such acts that insult human dignity, even if 
they are not directly related to sports, has also “arrived at the doorstep” of the 
IOC and the Olympic Movement! A large group of athletes, members of the 
IOC Athletes Committee, formally requested a deadline to study and submit 
their views on the maintenance or amendment of the famous Article 50 para. 2 
of the IOC Charter, of the taboo (as described) article, according to which, “No 
kind of demonstration or political, religious or racial propaganda is permitted 
in any Olympic sites, venues or other areas.” 

Do you think it is time for such a change in the Olympic Movement? 
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OPENING

Do you think it is time to talk, instead of political intervention in sports, 
about a possible intervention of sports in politics, aiming at enforcing respect 
for the Olympic Universal Values, not only in the field of sports, but also in 
social coexistence?
Dear participants,

Rest assured that the excellent speakers who, in the coming days, will keep 
you alerted on this very topical issue through the IOA online platform, will 
thoroughly present all aspects of the problem and give you food for thought. 

I wish you all good luck in the works of this special online Session for Young 
Participants of the IOA.





Proceedings
Lectures



The opinions of the lecturers do not necessar-
ily reflect those of the International Olympic 
Academy. Out of respect for multiculturalism 
and diversity of scientific research, we do not 
intervene in the way each lecturer chooses to 
present his/her bibliography and footnotes.
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Two frightening pandemics – the worldwide spread of COVID-19 and police 
violence against minorities in many countries – have dominated the headlines 
this Olympic year. They both undermine the promise of human rights as set out 
in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, approved by the United Nations 
in 1948.1 Because of the inequality and inadequacy of health care, a basic 
human right, the poor, persons of colour and persons with disabilities have 
suffered disproportionately from the virus. Because of the growing xenopho-
bia of recent times and the racist legacy of slavery and colonialism, police in 
many countries have brutalised Indigenous People and other ethnic minorities, 
persons of colour, migrants and sexual minorities, denying their basic human 
rights to safety and security of person.  

Both crises present unprecedented threats to the Olympic Movement. 
COVID-19 has forced the cancellation of training and countless competitions, 
including the 2020 Olympic Games. The uncertain possibilities of contagion 
undermine the playing together and fraternisation that forms the very basis of 
sport, while the inequalities and inadequacies of public health further accen-
tuate inequalities in sporting opportunities. The widespread police violence 

1 United Nations, “Universal Declaration of Human Rights”, https://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration- 
human-rights/index.html. 

Prof. Bruce KIDD (CAN)
Kinesiology and Physical Education
University of Toronto

ACHIEVEMENT OF HUMAN RIGHTS  
THROUGH SPORTS
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against those who are considered “the Other” undermines the most precious 
values of Olympic sport. The Olympic Movement has always promised dignity 
and respect to all and the celebration of diversity. 

Not surprisingly, many athletes, coaches and sports leaders have spoken out 
on these issues. Olympic athletes in several countries first called upon the Inter-
national Olympic Committee (IOC) to postpone the 2020 Olympics to give pri-
ority to public health. They said that despite their Olympic dreams, they would 
not travel to Tokyo during an emergency that threatened every person’s life.2 
Prominent athletes have testified about their own mistreatment by racist police. 
They have broken from the long tradition of “sport and politics do not mix” to 
join the calls for police reform and social change, arguing that it is their human 
right to do so.3 A worldwide discussion is currently underway about the extent 
to which the IOC should relax Rule 50, which prohibits political demonstrations 
in Olympic venues, to allow for peaceful protests in support of human rights.4 

How should the Olympic Movement uphold human rights in these turbulent 
times? What lessons can we draw from previous achievements? 

In this lecture, I will argue that the modern Olympic Movement has con-
tributed to the realisation of human rights in many important aspects of sport, 
sometimes at its own initiative, sometimes in response to outside pressures. I 
will also argue that while its priority is sports and culture, the Olympic Move-
ment cannot limit its concern to those activities, but must sometimes be pre-
pared to intervene in the basic conditions of the societies in which it takes part. 
These are such times. I will conclude by raising five concerns for the uncertain 
months ahead.  

2 Devin Heroux, “Canadian athletes will not compete at Tokyo 2020 Olympics due to COVID-19 risks”, 
CBC Sports, 22 March 2020, https://www.cbc.ca/sports/olympics/canadian-olympic-committee-to-
kyo-2020-ioc-1.5506291; “With sport and medicine worlds colliding, Hayley Wickenheiser spoke her 
truth to the IOC”, CBC Sports, 27 March 2020, https://www.cbc.ca/sports/olympics/hayley-wickenhe-
iser-had-to-speak-out-for-olympic-postponement-1.551217; and Peter Donnelly, “We are the Games; 
the COVID-19 pandemic and athletes' voices”, Sociología del deporte (Sd) Vol. 1 s Número 1 s Junio 
2020 s pp. 311-326.

3 E.g., TRT World, “Athletes unite in support of US protests after George Floyd killing”, 1 June 2020, 
https://www.trtworld.com/magazine/athletes-unite-in-support-of-us-protesters-after-george-floyd-kill-
ing-36838.

4 Donna Spencer and Lori Ewing, “IOC to begin talks about easing protest ban at the Olympics”, Cana-
dian Press, 10 June 2020, https://www.cbc.ca/sports/olympics/ioc-talk-protest-ban-olympics-1.5606372.
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The Olympic Movement and the human rights tradition

From its origins in the late 19th century, the modern Olympic Movement es-
tablished by Pierre de Coubertin anticipated the formal declaration of human 
rights by the United Nations in 1948. It sought to “place sport at the service 
of the harmonious development of humankind, with a view to promoting a 
peaceful society concerned with the preservation of human dignity.” Implicit 
in its ambition was the belief in a common, universal humanity. At a time 
when the European countries were competing for colonies and arming for war, 
Coubertin promoted Olympic sport as a strategy of international, intercultural 
communication and exchange. He intended that the respect and friendship 
sports encourage would help develop an international movement within civil 
society that could serve as a preventative to war.5

For the most part, Coubertin, his colleagues and successors in the IOC 
pursued humanitarian internationalism in persistent, courageous ways. In 
1936, IOC President Henri Baillet-Latour forced Hitler to take down an-
ti-Semitic signs at the Winter Olympic and Olympic Games in Germany, 
and recognise Jewish athletes entered by their respective National Olympic 
Committees (NOCs). Throughout the Cold War, IOC leaders compelled re-
luctant host countries to admit IOC-recognised delegations, even those from 
countries they did not recognise.6

On the other hand, the IOC was extremely slow to recognise, let alone 
provide equitable opportunities for women, and to give equal representation 
to leaders from the newly independent countries from the Global South. The 
original idea was to appoint one or two new IOC members for every new na-
tion, but once those nations came from Africa, Asia or the Caribbean, the idea 
was dropped. In 1976, there were 45 National Olympic Committees (NOCs) 
in Africa, but only seven IOC members from the continent. To this day, almost 
twice as many IOC members come from Europe than any other region.7

During the last half century, many Games have been occasions for human-
itarian and human rights initiatives. Since 1992, the IOC has worked with the 

5 John MacAloon, This Great Symbol: Pierre de Coubertin and the Origins of the Modern Olympics 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981).

6 Bruce Kidd and Peter Donnelly, “Human rights in sports”, International Review for the Sociology of 
Sports, 35 (2), 2000, pp. 131-148.

7 Barbara Keys, “The Early Cold War Olympics 1952-1960: Political, Economic and Human Rights 
Dimensions”, in H. Lenskyj and S. Wagg (Eds.), The Palgrave Handbook of Olympic Studies (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), p. 76. 
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United Nations every Olympiad to renew the classical Olympic Truce with a 
United Nations Resolution calling upon all member governments to end hostilities 
for the period of the Games.8 In 2004, the Olympic Torch Relay to the Athens 
Games promoted the Truce. While such statements are largely symbolic, they 
are an important reminder of the extent to which armed conflicts continue to kill, 
maim and displace millions of people, and thus deny their basic human rights.

At the 2016 Olympic Games in Rio, the IOC created the Refugee Olympic 
Team, ten athletes drawn from the Democratic Republic of Congo, Ethiopia, 
Syria, and South Sudan, to give visibility to the plight of the world’s 80 million 
refugees and dramatise their rights to dignity and opportunities.9

Yet the IOC has had to be pushed to recognise or extend human rights to 
women and other disadvantaged groups. Sometimes this occurred through 
meetings and diplomacy, sometimes with dramatic protests. It was only as a 
result of the African-led walkouts from the 1976 Olympics in Montreal, in pro-
test against a New Zealand rugby tour of apartheid South Africa, that the IOC 
and the major international federations (IFs) fully embraced the international 
campaign against racism and apartheid in sports. The campaign contributed 
significantly to the eventual abolition of apartheid in the early 1990s and led 
the IOC to an explicit commitment to the language of human rights.10

In 2014, the worldwide protest against the repression of sexual minorities 
in Russia at the time of the Olympic Winter and Paralympic Games in Sochi 
persuaded the IOC to include “sexual orientation” as a protected category of 
the anti-discrimination clause of the Olympic Charter. It now requires all host 
cities to protect LGBT and other human rights in the staging of the Games. 

As Dikaia Chatziefstathiou and Ian Henry have argued, the IOC’s entire 
history of dealing with difficult social issues can be understood as a series of 
initiatives and adaptations in the context of world events.11 Three factors have 
enabled a more consistent approach to human rights. First, the moral claims of 
sport, especially the precept of “fair play”, compel the IOC to treat all persons 
fairly. Second, the representational status of sport, by which athletes are seen 

8 E.g., Rory Jiwani, “United Nations Adopts Tokyo 2020 Olympic Truce Resolution”, 9 December 2020, 
https://www.olympicchannel.com/en/stories/news/detail/united-nations-adopts-tokyo-2020 
-olympic-truce-resolution.

9 United Nations High Commission for Refugees, “Rio 2016: Olympic Refugee Team”, https://www.
unhcr.org/rio-2016-refugee-olympic-team.html.

10 Mihir Bose, Sporting colours: sport and politics in South Africa (London: Robson, 1994). 
11 Chatziefstathiou and Henry, Discourses of Olympism: From the Sorbonne 1894 to London 2012.  

New York: Palgrave Macmillan.     
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to symbolise entire cultural groups and nations, highlights the issues of iden-
tity and inclusion. Thirdly, the United Nations specifically mentions sports in 
its human rights conventions, including the International Conventions on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (1979), on Rights 
of the Child (1989) and the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2007). 

Today, the Olympic Charter proclaims that “the practice of sports is a hu-
man right. Every individual must have the possibility of practising sport, without 
discrimination of any kind.” The IOC is currently redoubling its efforts to realise 
gender equality in the provision of sports and events, in leadership, and in its 
media coverage.12 The IOC now recognises every national community in the 
world, and includes participants of every class, gender, and racial and Indige-
nous background, and through its partnership with the International Paralympic 
Committee, participants with disabilities. It “puts its money where its mouth is” 
by spending most of its revenue, through Olympic Solidarity, on sport devel-
opment around the world. These are inspiring commitments. 

But there is no single effective mechanism to ensure that human rights are 
respected and protected across the sporting world.

Overcoming “non-intervention”

For much of its history, the IOC has followed the “principle of non-intervention” 
when it comes to the internal affairs of IFs, NOCs and countries hosting the 
Olympic Games, even if it has meant turning a blind eye to the abuse of human 
rights. On the eve of the 1968 Olympics, the IOC remained silent when the 
Mexican government massacred more than 300 students peacefully protest-
ing what they felt was the distorted priority given to international sport instead 
of education, health care and housing. In 2008 and 2016, it ignored human 
rights abuses in Beijing and Rio. The IOC always justified such non-intervention 
as necessary to realise the overarching priority of engaging the entire, diverse 
world in intercultural communication and exchange, especially during difficult 
times. It would be impossible to achieve such dialogue, it argued, if it restricted 
membership or the hosting of Games to those of liberal-democratic views. It 
held this position through more than a century of bitter conflicts, challenges to 

12  International Olympic Committee, Gender Equality Review Project, “Recommendations”, 12 October 
2017, Lausanne.
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the recognition of NOCs, including those from Israel and Palestine, the Soviet 
Union, the two Germanys, the two Koreas, China and Taiwan, and the boycotts 
of many Games. The “low threshold” ensured an accessible tent, enabling 206 
NOCs to be recognised, and the Games to be held on every continent, no mean 
achievement. For much of the 20th century, it also reflected the international 
consensus around non-intervention in the domestic affairs of nation states. On 
the other hand, critics like John Hoberman of the University of Texas contend 
that the IOC practices “amoral universalism”.13

In recent years, the international community has begun to move away from 
the principle of non-intervention towards the ideas of the humanitarian responsi-
bility to protect. The world is no longer prepared to ignore what happens within 
nation states, nor let non-governmental organisations like the IOC off the hook.14 
In 2018, the Council of Europe, the non-governmental organisation Human 
Rights Watch and a coalition of sports bodies calling themselves Mega-Sporting 
Events Platform for Human Rights urged the IOC to make human rights, labour 

13 Hoberman, The Olympic Crisis: Sports, Politics and the Olympic Order (New Rochelle, NY: Aristide 
Caratzas, 1986). 

14 Jennifer Welsh, “From Right to Responsibility: Humanitarian Intervention and International Society”. 
Global Governance 8 (4), 2002, pp. 503–521.
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standards and anti-corruption measures central to the staging of the Olympic 
Games. In 2020, the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 
reported that international sports bodies fail to protect their members’ human 
rights and recommended that “sporting bodies should commit themselves to 
protecting and respecting internationally recognised human rights.”15

The beginnings of such an approach are now underway. Ever since the 
2000 Olympics in Sydney, the IOC has monitored environmental or sustaina-
bility compliance in conjunction with Games, it has begun to collect participa-
tion data from around the world and it has become much more transparent in 
its own governance and financial transactions. Several bid cities have volun-
teered equity or human rights goals.16 In the bidding for the 2026 Men’s World 
Cup (of football), bid cities were required to provide an analysis of the extent 
of human rights in the cities where the games will take place and develop a 
plan to safeguard and strengthen those rights in the build-up and staging of 
the tournament.17  

In 2017, the IOC included reference to human rights with respect to the host 
city contract for the very first time.18 The “new norm” for staging Games re-
quires organising committees beyond 2024 to comply with applicable national 
and international laws and agreements with respect to facility construction, the 
environment, health and safety, labour and anti-corruption. Yet the mechanism 
for ensuring compliance remains unclear. As the UN High Commissioner for 
Human Rights recently reported, the Court of Arbitration for Sport is inade-
quate to the challenge. If one party to an arbitration declares that it has no 
responsibility for human rights, as World Athletics did in the case of Caster 
Semanya, then CAS has no authority to protect those rights.

15 United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, “Intersection of race and gender discrimination 
in sports”, United Nations Human Rights Council, 15 June 2020, https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/
HRC/RegularSessions/Session44/_layouts/15/WopiFrame.aspx?sourcedoc=/EN/HRBodies/HRC/Reg-
ularSessions/Session44/Documents/A_HRC_44_26_AEV.docx&action=default&DefaultItemOpen=1.

16 E.g., Bruce Kidd, “The Toronto Olympic Commitment: Towards a Social Contract for the Olympic 
Games”, Olympika: The International Journal of Olympic Studies, 1 (1), 1991, pp. 154-167.

17 Canada, Mexico and United States Bid to Host the 2026 FIFA World Cup. (2018). “Human Rights and 
Labor Standards”, Section 23, pp. 454-464, https://img.fifa.com/image/upload/w3yjeu7dadt5erw26w-
mu.pdf. 

18 Stine Alvad, “IOC includes human rights in Host City contract”, Play the Game, 1 March 2017. http://
www.playthegame.org/news/news-articles/2017/0281_ioc-includes-human-rights-requirements-in-host-
city-contract/.
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Towards Tokyo 2021 

At the time of writing, it remains uncertain if and when international sport-
ing activity will resume and whether it can be done with the full delegations 
and spectators that make it the joyous, intercultural occasion that the Olympic 
Movement has always cherished. It is unclear whether it will be possible to hold 
the now postponed Tokyo Olympic Games, and under what conditions. 

Five issues related to human rights concern me. 
First, it should not only be the conditions in Japan that determine whether 

“the Games should go on”, but the conditions for everyday life and sporting 
activity in every country in the world. It would be completely unfair if the 
ongoing threat of contagion and the grossly unequal health capacities in 
many countries prevents some Olympic contenders from participation. Much 
depends upon the development of an effective vaccine against COVID-19 
and its worldwide distribution. It will be imperative for the IOC to work with 
the World Health Organization and supportive NGOs to ensure universal 
coverage. Without such distribution, it will be very difficult for the IOC to 
allow the Games to go ahead. 

Second, at this time of growing xenophobia, escalating conflict and racist 
police violence, when hate-mongering about the origins and spread of the 
virus have unleashed new attacks on the “Other” in many parts of the world, 
it is time for the IOC to give renewed emphasis to the spirit of Olympism and 
internationalism and intercultural understanding. 

As someone who competed in the 1964 Olympics in Tokyo, I fear that 
spirit has been lost in the global medal race and the understandable concern 
about costs, performance enhancing drugs and security. Instead of going to an 
Olympics to engage with athletes from other countries and learn about another 
culture, athletes fly in for their events, compete, and go home. As long ago as 
the 1988 Olympics in Seoul, I did a study of the extent to which Canadian 
athletes participated in the Olympic spirit, and found that very few did. “I could 
have competed in Don Mills (a suburb of Toronto) for all that I learned about 
Korea”, one prominent athlete told me.19 The focus on performance to the 
exclusion of everything else is even stronger today.

19 Bruce Kidd, “ ‘Seoul to the World, the World to Seoul’ ... and Ben Johnson: Canada at the 1988  
Olympics”, in Koh Byong-Ik (Ed.), Toward One World Beyond All Barriers (Seoul: Poong Nam, 1990), 
Vol. 1, pp. 434-454.
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I am confident that if the Games were repositioned as a celebration of 
Olympism, it would not take away from the athleticism of the Games.

The world needs a vibrant, renewed Olympism today.
Thirdly, the IOC, the Athletes’ Commission and athlete leaders from around 

the world need to come to a mutual understanding about the place of protest 
in the Olympic Games. In 2019, two US athletes, fencer Race Imboden and 
hammer thrower Gwen Berry, were reprimanded for anti-racist actions on the 
podium at the Pan American Games in Lima, Peru. Since then, athletes in 
many countries have indicated their willingness to mount similar protests.

It would be a tragedy if there was a repeat of 1968, when US men’s 
200-metre gold and bronze medallists Tommie Smith and John Carlos, sup-
ported by Australian silver medallist Peter Norman, gave a “Black Power” 
salute from the victory podium to protest racism. Smith and Carlos were im-
mediately expelled from the Games, and lost their opportunities to compete 
in their remaining events. Norman was subsequently punished in Australia. 
The protest was remarkably effective. In a very short time, it had the effect of 
eradicating overt racism from US sports. But the expulsions gave the world the 
impression that the Olympic Movement was complicit in racism.  

At the moment, there is no effective mechanism to address violations of 
human rights within the Olympic Movement. It would be a useful safeguard 
if athletes were able to use the occasion of Olympic Games to protest such 
violations within Olympic sport.

Fourthly, the IOC should reassure the women of the world that it will not 
administer any form of sex test for the Tokyo Games. Throughout its long, 
tragic history, the sex test has been used to denigrate, exclude, and in a few 
documented cases, coerce healthy athletes from the Global South into com-
pletely unnecessary, crippling surgery because they did not conform to the 
European ideal body type. In some countries, the very existence of the test has 
been used to expel female athletes from sports, deny them benefits, and force 
them into poverty.  

Currently, the only form of the female sex test that seems to be in play is the 
one that World Athletics president Seb Coe has spearheaded to drive double 
Olympic champion Caster Semanya from the sport. That test, which bans female 
athletes with a high amount of natural testosterone in the five events Semanya 
runs, is being challenged in the Swiss Federal Court. But other international fed-
erations such as FIFA have “gender verification” policies on their books. 
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There is no scientific, legal or ethical basis for such tests.20

Fifthly, the IOC and the Tokyo Organising Committee should ensure that 
the promised transparent monitoring of human rights in the building up and 
staging of the Games actually takes place. I have no indication that this will not 
happen, but COVID-19 has given governments everywhere an excuse for arbi-
trary decisions. Activists fear that abuses will occur in employment, housing, the 
procurement of uniforms and supplies, and environmental protections. Com-
prehensive monitoring for compliance with human rights would be a welcome 
step forward in the staging of Games.

These are challenging times for human rights in the Olympic Movement. 
They require careful analysis and broad discussion. The IOA has always been 
a place where such analysis and discussion can take place, away from the 
glare of the media, among people who share the Olympic values. I trust that 
in the changed circumstances of a virtual Academy, we can still have such 
discussions.
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In my lecture I will describe the shift in the approach of the International Olym-
pic Committee (IOC) with respect to human rights, when it began to move 
away from its emphasis on “virtue ethics” and toward the corporate model of 
“social responsibility”. Furthermore, I will argue that this push for social respon-
sibility in the sports world provides a concrete example of a larger development 
in today’s global society, namely the expansion of the influence of non-govern-
mental organisations into areas of life previously assigned to governments, a 
phenomenon that has been called the “NGO-isation of society”. I will describe 
the NGO-isation of the international sports system with respect to the treatment 
of human rights. Finally, I will ask whether the new policies will have concrete 
effects on human rights violations in the context of Olympic Games.

The NGO-isation of Olympic Games

As a China scholar, my attention was drawn to the issue of human rights in 
sport during the Beijing Olympics in 2008. At the time, I thought that the 
heated public criticism of those Olympic Games was because they were taking 
place in the People’s Republic of China, a country whose human rights record 
has been criticised in the developed West since its founding in 1949. However, 
further research revealed that there was a broader context – namely, the timely 
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convergence of an Olympic Games in China with a global trend, the NGO- 
isation of global society. Scholars have shown that there has been a rapid rise 
of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) since the end of the Cold War. The 
number of registered NGOs worldwide has increased exponentially, and the 
international NGOs that take up issues that transcend national boundaries are 
increasingly becoming “the third force” in global politics after governments and 
corporations. There were about 6,000 international NGOs in 1990 and more 
than 26,000 in 1999.1 By 2008 the number had reached some 40,000.2 The 
membership and budgets of the largest ones exceeded that of many nations. 
One of the biggest is the environmental NGO Greenpeace. In 2008 it had offic-
es in 40 countries and claimed nearly 3 million donors worldwide, with global 
fundraising income of $310.4 million.3 Amnesty International (AI) had sections 
in 52 countries (but not in China) and its International Secretariat in London 
had membership revenues of £43.8 million (US$62 million).4  

In 1995 the IOC had added “environment” as the “third pillar” of the 
Olympic Movement after the original two pillars, “sport,” and “culture and 
education.” The IOC began to collaborate with the UN on Agenda 21 on the 
Environment, although the IOC leadership preferred to maintain some distance 
from the UN out of a concern that the IOC would be coopted into serving the 
UN’s agenda. At the Sydney 2000 Olympics, Greenpeace became the first 
major NGO to successfully utilise the media platform provided by the Olympic 
Games, and it has run campaigns in association with each summer Games 
since that time, issuing a report on environmental protection after each Games.5 
Its tactics became a model for other NGOs. 

The internet revolutionised the ability of NGOs to mobilise public opinion 
and link up with each other across national boundaries, enabling large numbers 
of NGOs to unify and descend on a target–this was called an “NGO swarm” in 
a 2002 report by the Rand Corporation, which argued that NGOs have been 

1 The Economist, “The Non-Governmental Order,” December 9, 1999. http://www.economist.com/
node/266250 (accessed July 14, 2017).

2 Union of International Associations, Yearbook of International Organizations – Guide to Global and 
Civil Society Networks 2009/2010.

3 Greenpeace International, 2008 Annual Report. Amsterdam, Netherlands, p. 26. http://www.green-
peace.org/international/Global/international/planet-2/report/2009/11/international-annualreport-2008.
pdf (accessed July 15, 2017).

4 Amnesty International Limited, Report and Financial Statements for the Year ended 31 March 2009, 
Company No: 1606776, p. 33.

5 Hartman, Cathy L. & Stafford, Edwin R., “Case Study: Chilling with Greenpeace, From the Inside 
Out,” Stanford Social Innovation Review (Summer 2006), pp. 54-59.
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gaining strength at the cost of governments.6 The Beijing Olympic Games be-
came the first Olympic Games to be targeted by an “NGO swarm”, and human 
rights issues became the second big wave, after the environment, to gain global 
attention owing to this swarm. The NGO-isation of the Olympic Games was 
launched in 2008 when the IOC entered into a new kind of relationship with 
NGOs and the United Nations (UN), which would eventually lead to incorpo-
rating the agendas of NGOs into the organisation of the games a decade later.

At least 50 intergovernmental or nongovernmental organisations claimed 
attention for different facets of human rights in the context of the Beijing Olym-
pic Games, bringing attention to a huge range of issues, such as oppression of 
ethnic minorities and dissidents, mass evictions, abolition of the death penalty, 
prison labour – and the list goes on. Amnesty International and Human Rights 
Watch were the most vocal. Human Rights Watch put out nearly 90 news re-
leases, op-eds, and letters to world leaders in the year before the Games. These 
campaigns were successful in attracting donors: the annual revenues of AI’s 
International Secretariat in the year encompassing the Olympic Games jumped 
by 26 percent over the previous year.7 Human Rights Watch called upon the 
IOC to list human rights as the “Fourth Pillar” of Olympism and include hu-
man rights in the Host City Contract, a pressure it maintained up until the IOC 
finally amended the contract nine years later.

Here it is important to point out that the IOC itself is an NGO, as are FIFA 
and all of the international sport federations. They were part of the NGO- 
isation of global society and benefited from it with the growth of their revenues 
and political influence. The relationship of the sport NGOs with the social issue 
NGOs and the United Nations is a complicated one that vacillates between 
collaboration and antagonism.

The IOC’s Traditional “Virtue Ethics” Approach

Up until 2008, the IOC’s response to criticism about human rights was one 
that had been shaped by decades of IOC tradition, as well as by influential 
leaders such as Juan Antonio Samaranch, IOC President from 1980 to 2001, 

6 David Ronfeldt, “A Long Look Ahead: NGOs, Networks, and Future Social Evolution,” Rand Cor-
poration Report, Santa Monica, CA: Rand Corporation, 2002, pp. 94-95. https://www.rand.org/pubs/
reprints/RP1169.html (accessed August 15, 2020). 

7 See note #4.
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and Keba Mbaye, IOC member and a judge in Senegal who was a leader of 
the IOC’s anti-apartheid effort. The IOC’s approach dated to the Cold War era 
of boycotts led by national governments, and it was guided by one mantra: 
politics should not be mixed with sports in the Olympic Games. Because of the 
emphasis on staying out of politics, the IOC was not committed to engaging in 

dialogues or developing effective communications and messaging regarding its 
position on human rights. 

As the Beijing Olympics approached, NGOs and politicians aggressively 
questioned the IOC about how it could justify giving the Games to an au-
thoritarian government with a questionable human rights effort, and how the 
Games were supposed to change China for the better. Beyond asserting that 
the IOC was not a political organisation, the IOC relied on a rhetorical strategy 
that was, by then, over 100 years old. The argument for the power of sport to 
change the world for the better was based on what philosophers call virtue eth-

Lecture of Prof. Susan Brownell on the screen. Right behind the IOA Dean,  
Prof. Konstantinos Georgiadis coordinating the works of the Session and  

 Stella Tachtara, responsible for its organisation.
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ics, a type of ethical system dating back to the ancient Greeks. As sport philoso-
pher Heather Reid has written, virtue ethics are expressed in the ancient Greek 
concept of virtue (arete–), a well-known concept to Olympic scholars. Virtue 
ethics focus on the character or excellence of the person doing the action rather 
than on rules or results.8 The ancient Greeks, like today’s international sports 
world, recognised that peoples from diverse backgrounds can be mobilised 
behind vague, abstract, and inspirational ideals, whereas rules and laws tend 
to divide people. The Olympic Charter was the governing document for the 
IOC’s approach. It asserted that Olympism possesses Fundamental Principles 
and essential values, it is a philosophy of life, and its goal is to place sport in 
the service of promoting a peaceful society concerned with the preservation of 
human dignity, and so on. However, in 2008 this philosophy was not effective 
as a communications strategy because the critics could always come back with 
a counter-argument. Hein Verbruggen, the chair of the Coordination Commis-
sion for Beijing, described to me in an interview that the IOC was not ready for 
being dragged into discussions of political issues when the only defence they 
had was to say, “We’re not a political organisation.” He regarded the IOC’s 
task to be organising a good Olympic Games, and he believed that most of the 
issues raised by NGOs were external issues over which the IOC had no control. 

However, if we look at this from more distance than Verbruggen had at the 
time, we can see that as long as the IOC held to principles such as dignity and 
harmonious development, it could be dragged into almost any ethical argu-
ment and held responsible for almost any social ill – because human dignity 
and harmonious development connect with all aspects of human life. Further-
more, the critics did not really care about these philosophical abstractions; they 
hammered the IOC over the technical question of whether China was breaking 
the Host City Contract. Actually, human rights were not in the contract because 
it was almost exclusively an economic contract about the Games’ finances. 
However, since the contract had not been made public, the NGOs could con-
stantly raise the question and also criticise the IOC for lacking transparency. 

For a decade relevant developments had been taking place in the corporate 
world, which some major sport organisations had started to adopt, but the IOC 
had largely ignored them. The concept of “social responsibility” had evolved 
in tandem with the NGO-isation of global society. Probably it emerged as a 

8 Heather Reid, “East to Olympia: Recentering Olympic Philosophy between East and West,” Olympika: 
The International Journal of Olympic Studies XIX (2010): 59-80.
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response by the corporate world to the ever-louder criticism from the NGOs. At 
first, the word “sustainability” was more common than “social responsibility” 
since the earliest issues had been environmental. As social justice and human 
rights NGOs became more vocal, “social responsibility” became the keyword. 
The sports world followed the corporate world. Throughout the 2000s, the 
focus in international sports shifted from environmental sustainability to social 
responsibility.9 UEFA might have been one of the first major sport organisations 
to hire a specialist in “social responsibility”, although that label had not yet ap-
peared. Patrick Gasser was hired by UEFA in 1999 to aid the response to the 
Balkan crisis (illustrating how the aftermath of the Cold War pushed forward 
the NGO-isation process). The IOC hired a “sustainability officer” in 2004. In 
other examples, FIFA launched Football for Hope in 2005. The American NBA 
implemented its $100 million “NBA Cares” initiative in 2006.  

Verbruggen was President of Sport Accord (the General Association of In-
ternational Federations) from 2004-2013. After the Beijing Games, he hired 
Ingrid Beutler as the first director of a new Social Responsibility and Integrity 
Unit. A road cyclist and a lawyer, she had previously worked for the UN Office 
of Sport for Development and Peace. Her first task was to establish a guideline 
for socially responsible event management. When Verbruggen stepped down 
from SportAccord in 2014, Beutler moved to the IOC and joined its re-named 
and enhanced Ethics and Compliance Office. This office was expected to take 
on the task of monitoring conformity with new human rights standards in the 
Host City Contract when it kicked in for the 2024 Olympics, discussed below.

In my analysis, this was a major shift away from the virtue ethics approach 
because it applied a corporate-style approach to human rights by narrowly 
defining them as a management problem. It focused on the thing that an or-
ganising committee controls, namely, the organisation of the sports event. This 
distinction was important for SportAccord and for the IOC because the main 
thing that they do is oversee the organisation of sport events. By incorporating 
social responsibility into event organisation, they were focusing precisely on the 
work that they actually do, and withdrawing from the broad claim that sport 
betters all of society – a claim that they could not prove. 

The actions by SportAccord and the IOC followed a sequence of develop-

9 Keeping the Flame Alive: Sustaining the Olympic Legacy, from London to Rio and Beyond, The 
Buzz Business, July 25, 2016, http://www.thebuzzbusiness.com/keeping-the-flame-alive/ (accessed 
July 14, 2017).
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ments in the worlds of business and sports:

• In 2000, the NGO Global Reporting Initiative launched the first version 
of its Guidelines, representing the first global framework for compre-
hensive sustainability reporting. In 2008 UEFA used those guidelines 
to prepare a social responsibility report on UEFA EURO 2008.10 

• In 2009, the Institute for Human Rights and Business (IHRB) was 
founded with the aim of serving as the leading international think tank 
on business and human rights.11

• In 2010 the International Standards Organization (ISO) created its 
Guidance on Social Responsibility. This complemented its guidance 
on Environmentally Sustainable Management, in which the IOC had 
already required Olympic organising committees to gain certification.12 

• In 2011 the United Nations created its Guiding Principles on Business 
and Human Rights (UNGP).13

• In 2015, IHRB set up the Mega-Sporting Events Platform for Human 
Rights (MSE Platform), consisting of the governments of Switzer-
land and the United States; UN agencies such as ILO, OHCHR, and  
UNESCO; and sports organisations such as the IOC and Common-
wealth Games; along with corporate sponsors, media, labour unions, 
players’ associations, international trade unions, and human rights 
NGOs.14 The Tokyo 2020 Olympic Organising Committee (TOCOG) 
joined the MSE Platform. In 2018 IHRB launched the independent 
Centre for Sport and Human Rights.15  

10 Martin Weishäupl and Roger Keller, eds., UEFA EURO 2008 Sustainability Report, Issued by the two 
host nations, Austria and Switzerland, in cooperation with Euro 2008 SA. Published by the Austrian 
Federal Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, Environment and Water Management (BMLFUW); and the 
Swiss Federal Office for Spatial Development (ARE), Federal Office for the Environment (FOEN), and 
Federal Office of Sport (FOSPO), November 2008. https://www.uefa.com/MultimediaFiles/Download/
Competitions/EURO_/77/42/52/774252_DOWNLOAD.pdf (accessed December 10, 2021).

11 Institute for Human Rights and Business. https://www.ihrb.org/ (accessed December 10, 2021).
12 “What is ISO 26000 – Guidance on Social Responsibility?” Website of the International Standards  

Organization. https://asq.org/quality-resources/iso-26000#:~:text=ISO%2026000%20is%20de-
fined%20as,other%20stakeholders%3B%20and%20environmental%20impact (accessed December 
10, 2021).

13 Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights: Implementing the United Nations “Protect, Respect 
and Remedy” Framework, United Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner, New York 
and Geneva, 2011. https://www.ohchr.org/documents/publications/guidingprinciplesbusinesshr_en.pdf 
(accessed December 10, 2021).

14 “About the MSE Platform,” Institute for Human Rights and Business, official website. https://www.ihrb.
org/megasportingevents/mse-about (accessed December 10, 2021).

15 Centre for Sport & Human Rights, official website. https://www.sporthumanrights.org/ (accessed De-
cember 10, 2021).
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• In 2017 FIFA enlisted the author of the UNGP, Harvard University  
professor John Ruggie, to develop its Human Rights Policy, which re-
quires host countries to follow the UNGP.16 

The Addition of a Human Rights Clause in the Olympic Host City Contract

When lawyer Thomas Bach was elected IOC President in 2013, it marked an 
important generational change between the old “virtue ethics” model and the 
new corporate-legalistic model. In January 2017 the IOC added provisions 
about human rights to the Host City Contract effective in Paris 2024. The new 
contract included a clause on “Protection and Respect of Human Rights” that 
began by explaining,

 Ensuring that Games-related activities do not harm people is an essential di-
mension of the success of the Olympic and Paralympic Games and the last-
ing benefits they can leave to the Host City, the Host Region and the Host 
Country. This is directly related to the fundamental principles of Olympism 
and the positive values that the Olympic and Paralympic Games represent 
and promote. The Games offer an opportunity to further strengthen these 
principles and values in very tangible and effective ways.17

The emphasis on “very tangible and effective ways” demonstrates the turn 
away from broad philosophical principles and toward concrete actions. The 
clause specifically lists migrant workers, labour conditions, displacement of local 
population, discrimination, child safeguarding, peaceful assembly, and media 
freedom – the most controversial issues of the previous decade. It also states 
that games-related activities should be conducted in alignment with the UN’s 
Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, an example of the fact that 
over the last decade, the IOC has aligned many operations more closely with 
the UN.

Although the Host City Contract for Tokyo 2020 pre-dated the addition 

16 Fédération Internationale de Football Association, FIFA’s Human Rights Policy, May 2017 edition. Zu-
rich: FIFA. https://img.fifa.com/image/upload/kr05dqyhwr1uhqy2lh6r.pdf (accessed August 15, 2020). 

17 Host City Contract – Operational Requirements, June 2018, Games of the XXXIII Olympiad in 2024, 
p. 127. https://stillmed.olympic.org/media/Document%20Library/OlympicOrg/Documents/Host-City-
Elections/XXXIII-Olympiad-2024/Host-City-Contract-2024-Operational-Requirements.pdf (accessed 
December 10, 2021).
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of the human rights clause, TOCOG set out to implement the UNGP, follow-
ing London’s example. A key requirement of the UNGP is that there must 
be a third-party grievance mechanism, independent from the local organising 
committee, so that injured parties have a channel through which to submit 
complaints when their rights have been violated. It is interesting to examine 
how very complex this process is for a global mega-event. Many of the official 
sponsors and suppliers are multinational corporations with tentacles around the 
world, which procure raw materials and manufacture products in developing 
countries with weak human rights protections. In the supply chain there are 
often human rights violations such as child labour or forced labour.18 

Conclusions: Big Changes in Policies, but What about Reality? 

The decade since the Beijing Olympics has seen a great deal of change in pol-
icies and philosophical position with respect to human rights in international 
sport. The shift is part of a bigger picture in which corporations and interna-
tional non-governmental organisations – including the IOC – are being held 
more accountable for violations of human rights, a realm originally conceived 
of as controlled by national governments. Corporations and sport organisations 
have achieved a détente with the NGOs, hoping that the NGOs will reduce 
their attacks, and along with it the negative media coverage and harm to their 
reputations. The collaboration between the United Nations, NGOs, and sport 
organisations or corporations has re-defined specific human rights issues as 
technical or managerial problems, under the category of “social responsibility”. 
The result is that sport organisations and corporations have now been publicly 
assigned an authority over human rights that they did not previously possess, 
because it was assigned to national governments. While these interventions 
actually only have weak legal force, they borrow some strength from the way 
in which they are linked with a web of policies put forth by the UN and other 
intergovernmental organisations (such as the ISO) and public-private collabora-

18 Norihide Ishido and Takamatsu Masahiro, “Platform for Human Right Due Diligence as xHub of 
Sport Mega-events in Asia,” paper delivered in the workshop on “Sport Mega-Events and InterAsian 
Interactions,” InterAsian Connections Conference (Social Sciences Research Council with Vietnamese 
Academy of Social Sciences), organised by Susan Brownell and Gwang Ok, Hanoi and Ninh Binh, 
Vietnam, December 3-7, 2018. 
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tives (such as the MSE). Finally, they have been written into the Host City Con-
tract, which makes it seem that they have legal force, although the Host City 
Contract itself is a weak legal document that almost never results in lawsuits. 

Previously, the transnational nature of the official Olympic sponsor and 
supplier corporations meant that their operations were beyond the reach of 
the national laws in the developed countries where they are headquartered. 
The new Olympic policies now provide a way to pressure these corporations, 
because it doesn’t matter where the corporation is headquartered, or where its 
products are manufactured – if it supplies products to the organising commit-
tee, there are mechanisms to hold it accountable for human rights violations. It 
remains to be seen how effective these mechanisms will be. Nevertheless, it is 
a fascinating example of a new kind of transnational Olympic law, which does 
not rely on the limited territorial jurisdiction of national legal systems.

But let’s get back to the on-the-ground reality. In 2008 the IOC was re-
sponding to the charge that the IOC and the Olympic Games should improve 
human rights in China, and in any country in which the Games are held. The 
Host City Contract for the Beijing 2022 Winter Olympics pre-dates the new 
human rights clause, so we will not get to see whether it would have changed 
the balance of power between the IOC and Chinese government. For the fu-
ture, do these new arrangements reflect any real changes in the amount of 
power that the IOC exerts over the human rights abuses in any given country?  
If so, does this mean that NGOs and the UN are gaining new leverage over 
governments?  I think it is possible that the UN has been strengthened by the 
new collaborations with NGOs, including the IOC. This alliance may have been 
good for each of them, even though sport NGOs still tend to dislike dealing 
with the UN. However, in the case of China, I doubt that the government will 
give up much power over human rights to NGOs, or to the UN. If human rights 
improve heading into the 2022 Winter Games, it will be because the Chinese 
government wants to improve them, and not because it is forced to improve 
them by the IOC – or Human Rights Watch, or any other NGO, or the UN. It 
may be that the more important change is the increased public awareness of 
the human rights issues involved in Olympic Games, and the increased public 
pressure and media scrutiny will have more impact than the new policies – if, 
indeed, there is any impact. 
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Let’s begin by addressing the question of What do we mean by “Human 
Rights”. A good place to start is the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
which was adopted by the United Nations General Assembly 10 December 
1948.

Human rights means freedom from arbitrary arrest and freedom from tor-
ture. Human rights means the right to a fair trial held in public with the accused 
being considered innocent until proven guilty. Human rights means the right 
to practice the religion of your choice. It means the right to gather together in 
groups. It means the right to criticize the policies of your government without 
fear of retribution. Human rights means the right to own property. It means 
the right to move freely within your own country and to travel abroad and 
return without punishment. Human rights means freedom from forced labour 
and from slavery. Human rights means equal rights regardless of gender, race, 
religion or sexual orientation and no forced marriage. Human rights means 
equal pay for equal work for all people regardless of gender or race or religion. 
It means the right to form and join labour unions. Human rights means the 
right to free education, at least for children, and freedom from child labour.

Imagine, if you will, a world in which all people in every nation enjoyed all 
of these human rights. 

Now let’s apply these human rights to the Olympic Movement. The In-
ternational Olympic Committee (IOC) and other components of the Olympic 
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Movement, including International Sports Federations, National Olympic Com-
mittees and the International Paralympic Committee, face a moral dilemma not 
unlike that faced by the United Nations. The IOC is committed to providing 
sporting opportunities to athletes of all nations. In order to honour this com-
mitment, the IOC is forced to accept governments that clearly violate human 
rights. Throughout its history, the IOC has responded to this conflict between 
inclusion and human rights in a variety of ways.

The most famous instance of the IOC confronting human rights violations 
came in 1936 when the Games were held in Berlin. By the beginning of 1936, 
it was well-known that the Nazi government was imprisoning Jews, Gypsies 
(Roma and Sinti), homosexuals, homeless citizens, political opponents and 
Jehovah’s Witnesses, among others. Freedom of religion, freedom of speech, 
freedom of assembly and freedom to own property had all been suppressed, 
as had many other forms of human rights. Despite calls to move the Games 
or to boycott them, the IOC, under the leadership of Avery Brundage, went 
ahead with the Berlin Olympics and allowed Adolf Hitler to use them to spread 
racial propaganda.

Another famous case occurred in 1968, when the Olympics were held in 
Mexico City. Ten days before the Opening Ceremony, Mexican government 
troops opened fire on a peaceful protest of several thousand students, killing 
at least 250 citizens. The IOC deemed this a domestic problem unrelated to 
the Olympics and did not condemn the massacre. Yet two weeks later, when 
African-American sprinters Tommy Smith and John Carlos staged a nonviolent 
protest during the award ceremony for the 200 metres, the IOC pressured the 
U.S. Olympic Committee into ordering Smith and Carlos to leave the Olympic 
Village and the country.

However, when pressured, the IOC sometimes does rise to the occasion. 
In January 1964, the IOC banned South Africa because of its racist Apartheid 
policies. The IOC tried to reinstate the country, but they banned South Africa 
again in 1968 and finally expelled the country from the Olympic Movement 
in May 1970. South African athletes ended up missing seven Summer Olym-
pic Games. After Apartheid ended, South Africa was welcomed back into the 
Olympic Movement in July 1991. 

Although South African athletes participated in the 1992 Barcelona Olym-
pics, the IOC chose to use a different tactic to punish the government of an-
other human rights abuser: Yugoslavia. Under IOC President Juan Antonio 
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Samaranch, the IOC ruled that Yugoslavia could not enter team sports, but 
that individual athletes from Serbia and Montenegro could compete under the 
Olympic flag as “Individual Olympic Participants.”

The IOC awards the honour of the Olympic Order to people who have 
contributed significantly to the Olympic Movement. Some of these recipients 
have been extreme violators of human rights. In 1984, the Olympic Order 
in Gold was awarded to Nicolae Ceauşescu despite the fact that he and his 
regime practiced torture, imprisoned political opponents, suppressed the right 
to freedom of expression, the right to fair trial and the right to leave Romania 
and allowed more than 100,000 orphaned children to live in shockingly abu-
sive conditions. That same year, the IOC awarded the same Olympic Order to 
Erich Honecker of East Germany, who had personally ordered the construction 
of the Berlin Wall and approved the murder of citizens who tried to leave the 
country. The IOC subsequently presented the Olympic Order in Gold to Kenan 
Evren (1987), who oversaw the torture and murder of prisoners in Turkey; 
Todor Zhivkov (1987), the dictator of Bulgaria, who brutally eliminated the 
rights of ethnic Turks and forced more than 300,000 of them into exile; Robert 
Mugabe (1995), who had ordered the massacre of thousands of Zimbabwe’s 
citizens; Islam Karimov (1996), who, among other things, controlled the judi-
cial and legislative systems in Uzbekistan and pushed through a law that made 
it illegal to criticize him; Omar Bongo (1997), the dictator of Gabon, whose 
security forces beat and tortured prisoners; Nursultan Nazarbayev (1997), who 
committed widespread human rights abuses during his 29 years as dictator of 
Kazakhstan; Vladimir Putin (2001), whose regime in Russia has committed 
systematic torture and suppressed the rights of children, homosexuals, political 
opponents and ethnic minorities; Liu Qi (2008), the head of the Beijing Or-
ganizing Committee for the 2008 Summer Olympics, who, as mayor of Beijing, 
was responsible for the arbitrary detention and torture of political prisoners; 
and Xi Jinping (2013), whose government in China routinely restricts freedom 
of speech, freedom of religion, the right to a fair trial and the right to be pro-
tected from torture. The abuses of each of these men were known at the time 
the IOC awarded them the Olympic Order in Gold.

As recently as 2019, IOC President Thomas Bach presented Henry Kissinger 
of the United States with the IOC President’s Trophy, Kissinger having been an 
Honour Member of the IOC since 2002. For those who are not familiar with 
Kissinger’s record, he was National Security Advisor and Secretary of State 
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during the presidential administrations of Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford. 
He aggressively advocated for a military coup to overthrow the democratical-
ly-elected government of Salvador Allende in Chile and encouraged the use 
of the CIA to get it done. He dismissed the human rights concerns expressed 
by other members of the U.S. government and fully supported the dictator of 
Chile, General Augusto Pinochet. After Pakistan invaded Bangladesh in 1971, 
at the height of the mass murder that claimed the lives of at least 300,000 
civilians, Kissinger sent a message to the Pakistani dictator, General Yahya 
Khan, praising him for his “delicacy and tact.” In 1973, Kissinger said “The em-
igration of Jews from the Soviet Union is not an objective of American foreign 
policy. And if they put Jews into gas chambers in the Soviet Union, it is not an 
American concern.” It wasn’t until 37 years later that Kissinger apologised for 
this statement and only because a tape of him saying this was made public. 
Kissinger supported the Indonesian invasion of East Timor and the massacre 
of civilians. As Kissinger said in 1975, “I hold the strong view that human rights 
are not appropriate in a foreign policy context.” Despite Kissinger’s horrible 
record as an abuser of human rights, it was just last year that the IOC awarded 
him with a special honour.

The 2008 Summer Olympics were awarded to Beijing despite the Chinese 
government’s abysmal human rights record. Despite pledges made to the IOC, 
the Chinese government restricted the work of journalists covering the Games 
and despite the IOC’s insistence that the Chinese allow protest zones, none of 
the 77 applicants for a protest permit were allowed to go ahead. Not only did 
the IOC not act against the Chinese government, but, just seven years later, it 
awarded Beijing the 2022 Winter Olympics.

When the 2014 Winter Games were held in Russia, there was a great deal 
of media coverage of the Putin government’s passage of an anti-homosexual 
law. Less known is how the Russian government sanitised the Olympic zones 
by keeping out anyone they didn’t like. Even if a Russian citizen had purchased 
tickets to attend the Sochi Games, he or she had to obtain an “Olympic pass-
port” to enter the area near the Olympics, and these passports were denied to 
those whom the Putin government considered “undesirable”.

In December 2014, the IOC attempted to deal with similar human rights 
problems by insisting that contracts with host cities include clauses to respect 
the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and international la-
bour laws and to uphold press freedom, labour rights and prohibit discrimi-
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nation on the basis of sexual orientation. However, once preparations for the 
Games are under way, the IOC has little leverage to punish a host city for 
violating these agreements. Because of the massive commercial preparations, 
moving the host city is out of the question. Although the IOC’s sentiments are 
admirable, in practice if, for example, the Chinese government in 2022 were 
to impose the same restrictions and abuses of human rights that they carried 
out in 2008, there would be nothing the IOC could do about it. 

Let’s look at an issue that is currently roiling the Olympic world: the right 
of athletes to express political positions at the Olympics. Here again, the IOC 
finds itself in a difficult position, caught between athletes, moved by various in-
justices, wanting to make gestures or statements, and the Olympic Movement’s 
commitment to create a place where differences can be set aside and athletes 
can come together despite their differences.

In January 2020, the IOC issued specific guidelines relating to where and 
when athletes will be prohibited from expressing political views during upcom-
ing Games. 

The current rules will prohibit protests and demonstrations at an Olympic 
venue, in the Athletes’ Village and during official ceremonies, including the 
awarding of medals. Athletes will be allowed to express their political views 
during press conferences and interviews and at the International Broadcasting 
Centre and the Main Media Centre, as well as on digital and traditional media. 
The new guidelines are a bit vague about distinguishing between “protests and 
demonstrations” [bad] and “expressing views” [not so bad]. Specific examples 
of forbidden messaging include signs, armbands, gestures such as kneeling and 
refusal to respect Ceremonies protocol.

In light if these new rules, it is worth taking a look at the history of athletes 
making political statements at the Games, how they were treated at the time 
and how these protests would be treated under today’s rules. Surprising as 
it may seem, although there have been few political protests by athletes (as 
opposed to judging protests, which are frequent), they do go back to the early 
years of the modern Olympics.

The first protest took place at the 1906 Intercalated Games in Athens. Irish 
athletes were angry that they were listed as competing for Great Britain. When 
Peter O’Connor earned the silver medal in the long jump, the British Union 
Jack was raised in his honour. This was too much for O’Connor. While Irish 
teammate Con Leahy stood guard on the ground, O’Connor climbed the flag-
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pole and unfurled a green Irish flag. His protest went unpunished, but accord-
ing to the 2020 guidelines, he would be sanctioned by the IOC.

A similar anti-foreign occupation protest happened at the 1936 Berlin 
Olympics. Koreans Sohn Kee-chung and Nam Seung-yong finished first and 
third in the marathon. But because Japanese troops were occupying Korea, 
Sohn and Nam were forced to compete for Japan, wearing Japanese uniforms 
and using Japanese names. At the medal ceremony, they bowed their heads 
during the raising of the Japanese flag and the playing of the Japanese national 
anthem. Interviewed by the press afterwards, Sohn used the opportunity to ed-
ucate the world about the plight of his nation. Presumably, if a similar incident 
occurred in 2020, Sohn would have been allowed to make his statements to 
the media, as he was in 1936. However, it is unclear if, by today’s standards, 
the fact that Sohn and Nam bowed their heads would be considered a breach 
of Ceremonies protocol. At the Berlin Games, it was not. 

The most famous example of athlete protests took place at the 1968 Mex-
ico City Games, when U.S. sprinters Tommie Smith and John Carlos, having 
placed first and third at 200 meters, staged a dramatic, non-violent protest at 
the medal ceremony. Mounting the dais barefooted, they wore civil rights badg-
es, as did silver-medal winner Peter Norman of Australia, who asked to join 
Smith and Carlos in their protest. Smith wore a black scarf around his neck and 
Carlos a string of beads as a memorial to those blacks who had been lynched. 
When “The Star-Spangled Banner” was played, Smith and Carlos bowed their 
heads, and each raised one black-gloved hand in the Black Power salute. They 
later explained that their clenched fists symbolised black strength and unity 
and that their bare feet were a reminder of black poverty in the United States. 
They bowed their heads to express their belief that the words of freedom in the 
U.S. national anthem only applied to Americans with white skin. The IOC de-
manded that the U.S. Olympic Committee (USOC) ban Smith and Carlos from 
further Olympic competition (i.e. the relays) and expel them from the Olympic 
Village. The USOC refused. The next morning the IOC told the USOC that if 
Smith and Carlos were not banned and expelled, the entire USA track and 
field team would be barred from competition. This time the USOC complied. 
Although Smith and Carlos’ protest would ultimately earn them worldwide 
praise, the IOC’s response would be exactly the same today as it was in 1968.

This was not the only protest at the Mexico City Olympics. When gymnasts 
Vera Čáslavská of Czechoslovakia and Larisa Petrik of the Soviet Union shared 
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first place in the floor exercises event, two months after the Soviet army invad-
ed Czechoslovakia, Čáslavská bowed her head during the playing of the Soviet 
national anthem. Unlike Smith and Carlos, her silent protest went unpunished.

At the 2000 Sydney Games, when Cathy Freeman took her victory lap 
after winning the 400 metres, she held aloft both the Australian flag and the 
Aboriginal flag. Such a gesture would, presumably, be forbidden according to 
today’s IOC rules.

At the 2016 Olympics in Rio de Janeiro, the silver medal winner in the 
marathon was Feyisa Lilesa of Ethiopia. As he approached and crossed the 
finish line, he clenched his fists and crossed his forearms in the X shape that 
had become the symbol of support for the Oromo people, hundreds of whom 
had been killed by the Ethiopian government. Lilesa repeated the gesture at the 
post-race press conference, explaining, “The Ethiopian government is killing 
my people, so I stand with all protests anywhere, as Oromo is my tribe. My 
relatives are in prison, and if they talk about democratic rights they are killed.” 
Although his gesture at the finish line was against the IOC rules at the time, as 
it is today, IOC President Thomas Bach presented Lilesa with his award at the 
medal ceremony and told him not to worry about consequences. It is doubtful 
that such an exception would be made again.

Finally, there is the unusual case of German cyclist Judith Arndt, who 
earned the silver medal in the road race at the 2004 Athens Olympics. As she 
crossed the finish line, she made an obscene gesture. In post-race interviews, 
Arndt explained that she was protesting the German cycling federation’s treat-
ment of her partner, 1992 pursuit champion Petra Rossner, who was not select-
ed for the 2004 team. The International Cycling Union fined Arndt 200 Swiss 
Francs for her “one-fingered salute”. It is unclear whether her gesture would 
be considered a violation of the current rules.

There is one more intriguing aspect to the dilemma concerning permitting 
or prohibiting protests. Some athletes say that although they appreciate the 
prohibition against political protests, racism is not a political issue. Fundamen-
tal Principle 6 of the Olympic Charter opposes discrimination based on race. 
Thus, say these athletes, taking a knee as a gesture of anti-racism should not 
be considered a political protest, but one that supports one of the basic values 
of the Olympic Movement.
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One hundred and fifty-six young women were abused by the same man: former 
Team USA gymnastics doctor Larry Nassar who had already pleaded guilty to 
10 counts of sexual assault for abusing young girls under the guise of medical 
treatment. Among these victims, there was the famous American gymnast, Si-
mone Biles.

Women who filed criminal complaints against Nassar spoke out at the public 
hearing.  They said that after he had abused them, they were intimidated by his 
powerful status. For the young athletes, reporting the offence - if they under-
stood that they had been subjected to an offence at all - felt almost impossible.

Nassar had a pattern in the way he abused young women, the vast majority 
of whom were gymnasts. By projecting a sense of normality from his position 
of authority, Nassar made his victims think they were mistaken to believe this 
was abuse, and that they would be in the wrong if they complained.

As the scandal widened, officials from several organisations – including 
U.S.A. Gymnastics, the governing body of the sport; the United States Olympic 
Committee; and Michigan State University, where Nassar also worked as a doc-
tor – were ousted or charged in relation to the case. Steve Penny, the president 
and chief executive of U.S.A. Gymnastics, was forced to resign in 2017 under 
pressure from the U.S.O.C. and was arrested the following year on a felony 
charge of evidence tampering. Paul Parilla, the chairman of U.S.A. Gymnas-
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tics’ board; Jay Binder, the vice chairman; and Bitsy Kelley, the treasurer also 
resigned under intense pressure as women spoke out at one of Nassar’s sen-
tence hearings. The rest of the Board resigned within days, after the head of 
the U.S.O.C. threatened to decertify the organisation.

These are not the only cases, there are others that have appeared in the 
media in recent years. For instance, the world of college American football was 
rocked in 2011 when Pennsylvania State University assistant coach Jerry San-
dusky was indicted on dozens of counts of child molestation. Sandusky, who 
coached one of America’s most illustrious college football teams, recruited his 
young victims through a charity he founded for troubled youths.

Another case had Andy King as a main actor. He was a coach who was 
sentenced to 40 years in prison after authorities discovered a pattern of sexual 
abuse that stretched over three decades at clubs up and down the West Coast 
and involved more than a dozen teenaged female victims – one of whom said 
she had an abortion after he got her pregnant when she was 14.

Unfortunately, these are not the only cases and due to the very characteris-
tics of the attacks and the victims, most of these crimes remain hidden. Never-
theless, there must be thousands of cases similar to those described.

What is interesting in this case is the existence of common traits of sexual 
harassment in sport: a) the behaviour of the offender, usually someone who 
has a sense of superiority over the victim; b) the reaction of the victims –  
normally, young athletes, and c) the passive attitude of the entourage, mainly 
the sport authorities. Following the two issues I intend to develop, there is 
the unethical culture that protects the actions of abuse or harassment, called 
omertà, and one tool adopted to break that silence culture: the reporting chan-
nels. But before this I will analyse some general aspects of harassment in sport.

Reactions against these scourges have long been adopted; probably the 
most comprehensive has been the IOC toolkit, which establishes a wide anal-
ysis of the problem and measures that could lead to diminishing the threats.

There are certainly many aspects that should be analysed when it comes to 
establishing protective measures for athletes in cases of sexual harassment and 
violence. However, a diagnosis of the problem and the measures to be adopted 
for its prevention should also consider aspects such as:

a)  sexual assault and violence are not the same, even though they are often 
dealt with together. In the concrete case of harassment and abuse, the 
IOC toolkit points out that it encompasses psychological and physical 
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abuse, sexual harassment, sexual abuse, and neglect. The way in which 
this latter form of abuse is reproduced is especially important as it focuses 
on the role of “coaches or other persons with a duty of care towards the 
athlete to provide a minimum level of care to the athlete, which is caus-
ing harm, allowing harm to be caused, or creating an imminent danger 
of harm”. As we will see later, this passivity is most of the time provoked 
by a clear lack of ethical culture in the sport organisation. 

b) The distinction between victims: women, minors, minority groups, etc.
c) The prevalence according to the different athletic modalities.
d)  Every kind of attack has particularities that characterise the sexual har-

assment of violence.
e)  The different role of the authors: coaches, sports colleagues, managers, 

doctors, parents.
f)    The means by which sexual decline can be exercised, especially the 

impact of social networks.
g)  The different types of prevention mechanisms, leading to a distinction be-

tween psychological measures - for mental strengthening of athletes both 
to repel attacks and to reveal their existence - and institutional mecha-
nisms that can be established for both preventive and punitive purposes.

It is impossible in such a short space of time to examine so many and such 
complex subjects. Instead, it seems more reasonable to choose one of these 
topics and develop it in depth, and in this case, it will be the reporting channels. 
Of course, these channels were created specially to combat doping and sports 
corruption, but there is nothing to prevent them from being used to deter and 
report sexual harassment and acts of violence. 

Some examples of reporting channels are those set up by FIFA, UCI, and 
IOC. However, despite the fact that some sports organisations have implement-
ed such platforms to incentivise whistleblowing, they do not seem to have had 
the expected and desired effect. 

The truth is that the effectiveness of the whistleblowing system and the 
achievement of its objectives seems to presuppose several requirements or 
characteristics:

1.  That it is supported by the governing bodies. Each sport should ensure 
that all members of that body enter into a contractual obligation to al-
ways act to maintain the integrity of the sport and for each member to 
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confirm that they will call out any conduct that undermines the integrity 
of the sport through the whistleblowing procedure.

2.  That the recipients of the mechanism were previously informed. Any 
policy must not be restricted to one area of vulnerability. The policy 
should be open to all people (not just those within the sport), but par-
ticular emphasis should be provided to potential sources, whether it is the 
participants, coaches, support staff, or officials.

3.  Guarantee that the system is accessible, proportional and that it protects 
the documentation and data submitted. The whistleblowing procedures 
should be easy to use. The information and policies to users should be 
clear and easy to understand.

4.  Independence of the complaints management body. Each sport must 
provide the necessary administrative support to enable disclosures to 
be investigated and must take action when necessary. A Whistleblowing 
Guardian with specific responsibility to report on the effectiveness of 
any procedures, together with oversight of any reporting procedure, is 
a good start.

5.  Completeness of the system of infractions and sanctions. The feedback 
between the organ in charge and the whistleblower is important. The 
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organ should take care to ensure that steps taken as a consequence of 
their disclosure help them to feel engaged in the process and to feel that 
they will be listened to and taken seriously.

6.  Each governing body must report publicly on an annual basis on the 
effectiveness of its whistleblowing procedures and how it plans to imple-
ment lessons from its experiences in the future.

7.  The protection of the complainant or alerter.

The IOC toolkit is completely aware of the relevance of reporting channels and 
it questions itself how to facilitate the disclosure of sexual abuse or harassment 
given a context where the fear of reporting is generalised according to numer-
ous studies.

Focusing on the first and last requirement, one of the reasons why it is dif-
ficult for athletes to dare to speak publicly is the existence of a code of silence 
or omertà. Under this threat of internal reprisals, athletes often prefer to remain 
passive and not report. As we have seen above, many gymnastics authorities 
instead of coming forward and speaking out about Nassar’s sexual harassment, 
kept silent and protected him.  

Generally, these alert mechanisms implemented by sport governing bodies 
have been unsuccessful due to:

1.   Insufficient legal protection, given the fact that the whistleblower can 
be indicted of violation of obligations under employment contracts or 
revealing of business secrets.

2.  Fear of reprisal by employers or stigmatisation as a “snitch”.
3.  Ineffectiveness of the organisation in reacting: belief that whistleblowing 

would not lead to any change.
4.  Fear that coming forward implies an impaired relationship of trust with 

the “colleagues” or with the supervisor.
5.  Breach of the bond with colleagues or supervisor: that coming forward 

can be interpreted as disloyal behaviour or, even worse, that speaking 
out implies a breach of a culture of silence.

We will delve into the first and last problem. The first element, the whistle-
blower protection, has always been the Achilles’ heel of the whistleblowing 
systems. As mentioned above, this is an essential aspect for the effectiveness of 
the preventive system that any sports organisation wants to establish. A system 
of complaints that does not protect the whistleblowers’ interests will not be 

PROTECTING ATHLETES FROM SEXUAL HARASSMENT AND VIOLENCE



58

enough to encourage these alerters to come forward. For them, the existence 
of effective policies that react against reprisals from the organisation or their 
colleagues is decisive. Moreover, sometimes, even measures to protect their 
physical and economic integrity may be required as the consequences of the 
disclosure may result in a serious economic or sporting loss. In cases of sexual 
harassment there is an added risk of psychological damage. 

The protection must not only include confidentiality, but also the guarantee 
that reporting will not lead to any retaliation, in any way. Unfortunately, and 
as has been pointed out before, there are many ways in which retaliation can 
take place on behalf of the club or the comrades themselves. We just need to 
remember how Pat McQuaid, former UCI president reacted to the revelations 
by Tyler Hamilton and Floyd Landis against Lance Armstrong, calling them 
“scumbags”.

This is what makes the whistleblowing channels implemented by sport bod-
ies even weaker, given that they do not mention nor provide the specific pro-
tection offered to whistleblowers. If the consequence of disclosing malpractice 
is having to flee to another country and start a new life, as happened with the 
Stepanov couple after the declarations of systemic doping in Russian sport, 
the probabilities of other sports people taking that same risk are minimal. The 
safety of whistleblowers should be protected, and ensuring their safety is a 
matter for governing bodies.  

Regarding the last problem, the culture of silence or omertá in sport, most 
of the time this practice is implicit and can take place in a limited environment 
such as a specific team that includes coaches and medical staff. In this regard, 
Anderson points out,“Because doing nothing is exactly what is expected in 
sports, where a version of the mafia or a code of silence prevails, snitching is 
completely contrary to the accepted notion of playing for the team.”

The consequences of breaking the omertá, the code of silence among the 
members of the group, is ostracism and sometimes being pushed out of the 
sport. The risk of opening up is that the brave individual who dares to speak 
out is sanctioned by the rest of the group. 

Although it is difficult to say that all sports are surrounded by a culture of 
silence, there are some disciplines where omertá is an intrinsic part of its cul-
ture. We could understand “culture” here as “a series of customs, attitudes and 
behaviours absorbed and practiced by a group of people, perhaps over more 
than one generation, until they become embedded in the group as norms. A 
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culture shapes and influences how the group and individuals conduct them-
selves” (CIRC Report, 22).

The relevant question is how a culture of omertá arises, and how it becomes 
more important to that group than the moral or legal rules. There are various 
elements that can be mentioned to explain why omertà develops in sport, al-
though not all of them have the same relevance: 1) the particularities of some 
sports; 2) the coercion from the leader or the group; 3) the connivance of sport 
authorities; 4) the self-interest of sports people; 5) the link between omertá and 
group loyalty.

Regarding the fifth trait that explains the emergence of omertá, the link 
between omertá and group loyalty is paradoxical. It is known that in the dy-
namics of any team such codes can be important for the protection of tactics 
or technological development, but also to encourage the spirit of the group. In 
fact, this is usually the excuse and justification for such a phenomenon among 
teams and groups of athletes (and their technical staff). This omertá or code of 
silence promotes, therefore, a connivance among the group members to cover 
up this relevant information in the face of external interference. Such coverage 
then implies covering up for each other, which prevents anyone speaking out. 

A problem in the process of disclosure of omertá and in the fight against it 
is the distinction between omertá and  similar phenomena such as group cohe-
sion and loyalty which are both psychological phenomena that are promoted 
in sport as factors that benefit sporting performance. The problem is that it is 
easy to cross the line that splits loyalty from omertá: the more cohesion and 
loyalty there is in a team or group, the more likely it is that they will maintain 
a code of silence. This is precisely what Bell-Ten Have-Lauchs refer to when 
they point out that “the dark networks operate under cover and keep imposing 
an omertá that is similar to that of the mafia.” Cohesion and loyalty can be the 
prelude and the objective condition prior to the omertá because they generate 
a “false consensus effect” in which the members of the group perceive their 
own actions as common and normalised behaviours. The anomalous behav-
iour, then, as illicit behaviour becomes a subculture or way of life, in which the 
perception of legitimacy is essential for the resilience of the group (Bell-Ten 
Have-Lauchs, 62).

According to some studies, there are five fundamental elements that influ-
ence the development of loyalty in a sports team: a) domination, b) identifi-
cation, c) commitment, d) integration and, e) alignment of goals. Domination 
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refers to the extraordinary power that is invested in the coach and the influence 
and control he exerts over all aspects of his players’ lives. This domination is 
also reflected in the fact that anyone who enters a sports team undergoes a 
“re-socialisation”, a sometimes intimidating process by which the newcomer 
must accommodate to the group’s internal conventions. The newcomer can 
even suffer some kind of initiatory ritual, under threat of degradation or ex-
clusion.

The identification is fostered by the coach, the main founder of the team’s 
ideology or programme. This ideology is integrated with the goals pursued by 
the group and the means to achieve them, including here the mythological 
stories, the history of exemplary behaviour, etc. The members of the group are 
pushed to internalise the aims and ideals that shape the team identity.

Another element that plays a major role in the development of loyalty is the 
commitment to the “programme”, which is sometimes internalised with some 
kind of ritual, which may be a signature or an oath. This ceremony seals the 
beginning of the relationship with the team.

The integration of the players into a cohesive team can be achieved in dif-
ferent ways. Sometimes it can take place abruptly if the coach or team exercises 
a dominant or dictatorial authority, even isolating the members to promote 
cohesion. But in most cases, the usual process is through common experience 
or shared rituals. A study by Engelberg et al. (2015, 23) shows that the inte-
gration process usually also includes the group of professionals that surround 
the athlete such as coaches, support staff, and even older athletes (Brissonneau 
and Ohl, 2010; Engelberg et al., 2015; Lentillon-Kaestner and Carstairs, 2010, 
Ohl et al., 2013).

But how can we explain the jump from cohesive or loyal behaviours – 
which in most cases are positive for the achievement of the group’s ends – to 
behaviours that are contrary to ethics or law? Watts and Buckley point out that 
an important factor is that some organisations adopt “toxic” patterns, one of 
them is precisely the reward of silence. A toxic organisational culture is char-
acterised by several features that influence the complaint process of the moral 
agents. Specifically, the characteristics of toxic organisational cultures include 
(1) the lack of communication of ethical standards, (2) the weak credibility of 
the leaders, (3) the general lack of personal responsibility to inform or cor-
rect organisational irregularities, (4) lack of support for the employee making 
decisions; (5) the reward of employee silence; (6) the punishment of internal 
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reports; and (7) inadequate access to legitimate reporting channels (Watts and 
Buckley, 7).

This is what happens in the field of sport in regard to sexual harassment 
and violence, sometimes they remain hidden given the existence of a culture of 
silence. And this is the danger and the threat that the sport organisation must 
fight by boosting an ethical culture among all the members of the sport staff, 
finding an equilibrium point between omertá and a moral sense of loyalty.
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Sport has the power to promote values and contribute to the development of 
the life skills needed for responsible citizenship. In addition, sport has a tre-
mendous capacity to bring people together, promoting a more inclusive and 
peaceful world through its values and principles. Sport can help individuals 
transmit and harness values in their daily lives by engaging with their commu-
nities and making the right decisions. The first part of this lecture aims to ex-
amine the role of the Olympic Movement and policymakers in the refugee crisis 
and to present sport and exercise programmes for refugees and immigrants 
to further their inclusion in society. The focus of the “exercise programme for 
refugees” is on promoting equality in society, acting against xenophobia and 
racism, through sports and physical activities, to struggle against all forms of 
intolerance. The second part of this lecture focuses on the role of sports and 
physical activities against addiction and the role they play in the social inclusion 
of the ex-addicted. Sport can offer ex-addicts the opportunity to identify and 
create new healthy priorities and to revitalise personal qualities and values that 
were buried by drug use. The values gained by addicts as part of their sports 
experience have an immense impact on every aspect of their life in the short 
and long term.

SPORT AS A TOOL FOR THE INCLUSION OF REFUGEES, IMMIGRANTS 
AND EX-ADDICTS IN LOCAL COMMUNITIES

Prof. Yannis THEODORAKIS (GRE)
Vice Rector, University of Thessaly, Greece
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Introduction

Modern societies are suffering from a number of racist hostilities as well as 
various incidents of intolerance towards minorities. In addition to this, actions 
against racism, xenophobia, antisemitism and intolerance seek to bring people 
together and give extra momentum to the struggle against all forms of intoler-
ance. Multicultural societies are a common phenomenon in many countries. 
Therefore, new challenges emerge at both national and international levels, 
and successful adaptation to the phenomena of migration and the violent dis-
placement of refugees arises as a fundamental issue. Sport has always been 
regarded as a vehicle for bringing people together, and there has been an in-
creasing interest in using sports as a tool to promote integration in multicultural 
societies. Relevant studies indicated that sport could play an important role in 
young migrants’ acculturation process and in the promotion of social integra-
tion in today’s multicultural societies (Morela et al., 2016).

In Greece, some years ago, an exercise programme focused on the pro-
motion of equality in society through sports and physical activities was im-
plemented. The title of this programme was “The Kallipateira Project: from 
sports to everyday life, all different, all equal”. The programme was based on 
the promotion of Olympic values, emphasising the ideals of equality in the 
school community, as well as promoting equal participation in the social and 
cultural sphere. The aim of this project was to help and encourage teachers 
and students to promote a healthy, extroverted and tolerant society through 
physical education and sports. The programme also focused on gender equal-
ity, on fighting-racism, xenophobia and intolerance, and on how to live and 
work together in a spirit of cooperation. As part of this programme various 
educational materials were developed, consisting of a teacher’s book and three 
students’ activities books for elementary and secondary schools (Theodorakis et 
al., 2008). The thematic units related to the following topics: a) human rights, 
b) cultural diversity, c) racism and xenophobia, d) gender equality in education 
and society e) social inequalities and social discrimination. The project succeed-
ed in using sports against xenophobia, discrimination, racism and prejudice, 
and incorporating the values of equality in society through sports and physical 
education.
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The role of the Olympic Movement in the refugee crisis

During the last Olympic Games, refugee athletes competed in Rio 2016. These 
athletes acted as symbols of hope for refugees worldwide, attracting global 
attention to the magnitude of the refugee crisis when they participated in the 
Rio 2016 Olympic Games. It was a signal to the international community that 
refugees are our fellow human beings and are an enrichment to society. The 
Olympic Games themselves appear as an example of peaceful social coexist-
ence of athletes from different sporting and cultural backgrounds. Olympism’s 
general philosophy and Olympic values are based on the principles of peace, 
fair play and fair contest and aim to create a peaceful society with less violence 
and competition (Theodorakis, 2018).

The “Exercise and Sports programme for refugees”

Based on the above ascertainment, and in accordance with the spirit of the 
Olympic Movement, an “Exercise, and Sport programme for refugees” was 
implemented at the University of Thessaly and the Department of Physical 
Education and Sport Science in cooperation with the UN High Commissionaire 
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for Refugees in Greece. The aim of this programme was to teach university stu-
dents how to work with young refugees in sports and exercise programmes. It 
also had the aim of encouraging young refugees to actively participate in sports 
and physical activities. The programme’s overall aim was to help refugees to 
become incorporated and included in Greek society and to inspire the ideas 
of equality in society, interaction, respect for human rights, acceptance of oth-
ers and cultural communication, cooperation and team building, regardless of 
sex, race, religion, minority groups, culture, etc. Other aims of the programme 
were to promote intercultural education and its role in sports and games in 
the spirit of fair play and the philosophy of Olympic values philosophy. The 
programme also promoted respect for other participants, acceptance of the 
rules of the games, enjoyment of the game, learning from the game, improving 
communication skills and gaining new friends. It also fostered ideas of equality, 
solidarity, cooperation, rejection of racial and sex discrimination and gender 
bias. Finally, it strove to send a message to society that, in sport and life, all 
people are different and all people are equal.

The methodology was based on introducing games and activities that will 
help to create a good group atmosphere and reinforce communication skills 
and group dynamics; introducing activities which will provide an insight into 
our images of people from cultures, countries or social origins different from 
our own; introducing activities that will enable people to discover and get to 
know each other’s education, culture, name, etc.; introducing sports activities 
and games which will give people the opportunity to discover and understand, 
on knowing each other, that people from different cultures and societies may 
see the world from different perspectives and, finally, being open to learning 
from the participants. In general, in this programme, we introduced the spirit 
of fair play through games, sports and activities, via team-building games and 
games that lead to mutual understanding, all in the spirit of the Olympic values 
(Hassandra et al., 2008; Theodorakis, 2018).

To sum up, sports can encourage interaction among people who have dif-
ferent lifestyles, values and cultures. Sports can promote relationships between 
majorities and minorities in our societies. The Olympic Movement, as well as 
national and governmental bodies, can move forward an increased participa-
tion in sports by refugee groups. Policymakers, stakeholders, and ministries of 
education should adopt policies in order to encourage physical activities among 
refugee groups (Theodorakis, 2018).
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The FutbolNet programme 

The FutbolNet project was implemented by the Danish Refugee Council in 
Greece, as part of the “Improving the Greek Reception System through Site 
Management Support and Targeted Interventions in Long-Term Accommo-
dation Sites” project, in collaboration with the International Organization for 
Migration (IOM) and supported by the European Union’s Asylum, Migration 
and Integration Fund (AMIF) and the European Commission Directorate Gen-
eral for Migration and Home Affairs (DG HOME). A part of the programme 
was implemented by the Department of Physical Education and Sport Sciences 
(DPESS) of the University of Thessaly. It was a three-month programme that 
took place in the DPESS, and was run three times per week by the depart-
ment’s trainers. Thirty young refugees and Greek high schools students from 
Trikala city participated. The programme uses physical activity and sport as an 
agent of change for children and young people in vulnerable environments. 
FutbolNet promotes the values of FC Barcelona - effort, respect, teamwork, 
humility and ambition - as construed from the culture of cooperation, where 
the values benefit the individual and the community as a whole, providing im-
portant new experiences in social interaction. The objectives of the programme 
were focused on improving the mental and physical well-being of refugee chil-
dren and children in the host community, on increasing the cooperation and 
participation of children, and finally, on strengthening the interaction between 
refugee children and children from the host community. http://www.drc.ngo/
what-we-do/stories-from-the-field/celebrating-futbolnet-in-greece

  
Sports against addiction 

It seems that participation in sports and physical activity has a protective effect 
against alcohol abuse as well as a supportive effect on cessation treatments. 
The beneficial effects of physical exercise on the treatment of alcohol abuse 
are related to the release of endorphins, which can generate feelings of pleasure, 
improve mood, and reduce depression, control stress, increase self-efficacy, and 
social support. Exercise will result in elevated levels of beta-endorphin which 
in turn will cause a euphoric feeling avoiding the intake of alcohol. Physical 
exercise seems to help in alcohol abstinence, as an adjunctive strategy, during 
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and after alcohol abuse treatment (Zourbanos et al, 2011). 
Addiction to drugs is increasingly becoming a worldwide trend in lifestyle 

that is prevalent in rich and poor countries alike. It is estimated that 246 mil-
lion people, or 1 out of 20 individuals aged from 15 to 64 years old, used 
illicit drugs in 2013, and 10% of them have been addicted to one or more 
psychoactive substances. Addictive behaviour is related to stress, depression, 
and bad mood. Many forms of exercise and physical activities are associated 
with increased psychological well-being, strength and vitality, and a sense of 
“feeling better”, an increased capacity to manage stress, depression, anger, 
and fatigue, as well as increased vigour. This feeling is connected to physical 
activity; participation may increase individuals’ confidence to quit unhealthy 

behaviours and might lead to reductions in withdrawal symptoms (e.g., stress, 
depression, irritability, restlessness, poor concentration). Exercise improves the 
sense of control, the sense of self-efficacy, self-image, and self-esteem and 
promotes more positive social relationships. 

Recently, some studies indicated that sport and physical activity play an im-
portant and supportive role in the treatment and the prevention of the use of 
psychoactive substances as they reduce anxiety and depressive symptoms, im-
prove self-confidence, self-esteem and body image and enhance mood states, 
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general well-being and quality of life while also offering the opportunity to attain 
a pleasant mental state without substance use. Sport and physical activity also 
give people the opportunity to make a positive change to their lifestyle. All the 
above-mentioned psychological changes have been closely linked to positive 
substance-related outcomes such as reduced drug intake, increased abstinence 
rate, reduced craving, a higher completion rate for the rehabilitation programme, 
altered behaviour and prevention of relapses. Indeed, they create positive social 
outcomes such as finding a home and employment, and developing friendship 
networks. A relevant study indicated, after a six-month intervention programme, 
that exercise programmes should be included in the philosophy of any rehabil-
itation programme for drug addiction. Participants stressed that exercise helped 
improve their mood, self-esteem, energy levels, body sensation and body image, 
and also helped them to release tension, both physical and mental, and to adopt 
healthier eating habits (Diamantis et al., 2018). 

Our research team completed a project called, the “Reintegration Through 
Sport” project. The project focused on the benefits of outdoor sports activ-
ities in order to create a secure environment, giving ex-drug addicts equal 
opportunities, contributing to their treatment and social reintegration. Ad-
venture therapy (AT) is an experiential and interactive intervention, which 
is based on psychosocial and educational theories. AT utilises outdoor ad-
venture activities as a primary therapeutic tool, promoting real or perceived 
physical and psychological risk as a clinically important factor in achieving 
the desired outcomes. It can be applied as an exclusive, complementary or 
parallel therapeutic tool to treat a wide range of mental disorders. AT utilises 
outdoor adventure activities as well as a range of activities including goal 
setting, confidence and problem-solving approaches that are physically and/
or psychologically demanding to promote personal change such as positive 
reinforcement of the individual’s self-esteem and self-efficacy. Successful 
completion of these activities could enhance self-efficacy especially when 
performance is the result of individual competence rather than incidental or 
external events. The relevant study indicated that adventure therapy offers an 
alternative therapeutic approach to addiction counselling by creating positive 
changes. The study provides supportive evidence that participation in an ad-
venture-based therapy programme had a significant impact on the addicted 
person’s self-concept by enhancing the psychological factors of self-efficacy 
and self-esteem (Panagiotounis et al., 2020).
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Conclusion 

The Olympic Movement can help in the refugee crisis and refugees’ inclusion 
in society. The Olympic Movement should give prominence to policies which 
promote, apply and incorporate these values through sport, physical educa-
tion, or exercise environment. Policymakers should take initiatives for refugees 
to be included in society through sports and physical activities. The Olympic 
Movement can promote the importance of sports for health and, among other 
things, can focus on addicted groups. Based on the underlying mechanisms of 
the positive effects of exercise and sports on alcohol and drug abuse and the 
benefits of sports and exercise programmes on addictive behaviours, it seems 
that sports and physical activities can contribute to the creation of a secure 
environment, giving all these addicted groups equal opportunities, contributing 
to their treatment and social reintegration. Participation in sports and physical 
activities is negatively related to these habits. Overall, exercise seems to have 
a protective effect against alcohol and drug use as well as a supportive effect 
on treatments. To sum up, the Olympic Movement may play a leading role 
in promoting innovative sport and exercise programmes for the inclusion of 
refugees, immigrants and ex-addicts in local communities. 
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The problem

This year the IOA’s 60th Session focuses on human rights. As part of this 
“rights-based agenda”, I will speak on “community rights”. Community rights, 
particularly the rights of those situated at the heart of a host city, can easily be 
misunderstood, deprioritised, or simply ignored in the melee of planning and 
staging the Olympics. I would need an entire PhD thesis (or two) to illustrate 
how and explain the numerous reasons why this happens. However, a few 
examples include: i) community displacement and disruption as a result of 
building infrastructure required to stage, right through to the way the host city 
becomes “zoned” (i.e. split into discrete areas where official sporting, cultur-
al and commercial activity takes place). It is the way Olympic cities become 
zoned, and how neighbouring communities are typically side-lined, albeit tem-
porarily, through the immediate periods before, during and after the Opening 
and Closing ceremonies. Yet, whilst the talk starts with this critique (as most 
empirical work to date supports this line of argument), my work on the ground 
throughout the live staging of the Rio 2016 Olympic Games provides, in part, a 
counter to this widely held view by critics. I outline my line of argument below, 
in a simple way, that follows a similar approach to my recorded talk which the 
link for is provided at the end of this piece.  

COMMUNITY RIGHTS  
TO LEVERAGE THE OLYMPIC VISITOR ECONOMY

Assoc. Prof. Michael B. DUIGNAN (GBR)
Head of Department and Reader in Events,  
School of Hospitality and Tourism Management, 
University of Surrey, UK
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MICHAEL B. DUIGNAN

I start with a somewhat axiomatic point: Throughout the live staging period, 
the Olympics present numerous entrepreneurial opportunities related to the in-
coming event visitor economy (e.g. domestic visitors and international tourists 
descending on the city). However, an overwhelming body of empirical work il-
lustrates that external interests (e.g. official sponsors) often reap these economic 
benefits, for the most part, more than internal interests (e.g. local businesses or 
entrepreneurial types located in neighbouring communities outside of Olympic 
zones). I note below two central reasons for this.  

Behavioural factors 

The first is that there is a nascent body of evidence that has found – and sug-
gests – that sport event tourists are not your typical cultural tourists. They do 
not necessarily seek novel cultural experiences in comparison to those who 
travel to a city for non-sports events (colloquially, these are sometimes re-
ferred to as “culture vultures” who wish to soak in the sights, some of whom 
seek close interactions with local inhabitants). Therefore, sport event tourists 
appear to be less likely to engage and spend beyond temporarily constructed 
“Olympic zones”. This is a problem when, by and large, the “host community” 
(for sake of parsimony I brashly use this concept to refer to local residents, 
businesses, cultural attractions et cetera) expects a large spill out of visitors into 
their communities, back-street cafes, and local retail districts. You don’t have 
to look far to see that this projected spill out is simply an illusion (just Google 
“deserted London Olympic city”), much to the dismay of locals looking to (and 
often promised that they will be able to) make a quick buck. This first reason is 
a “behavioural” factor, or in other words what the visitor decides to do when 
visiting an Olympic city.  

Organisational factors

The second relates to “organisational” factors. Or in other words, what do 
event owners or organisers do to influence a visitor’s behaviour? A good exam-
ple of this, as I note above, is the urban restructuring of the city known as zon-
ing. However, this is just one of many organisational factors. For example, the 
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city’s transportation networks are reconfigured to provide smoother and more 
efficient flows between official event zones. Additionally, official zones housing 
sporting, cultural and commercial activity are animated, made fun, and mimic 
a “total institution” (a space whereby the consumer can sustain requirements 
and desires without ever, really, needing to leave – apart from in this case to go 
back to hotels, that ironically, may well be within the zones anyway). Indeed, 
there are many more factors, such as new temporary regulations that secure 
exclusivity for sponsors to prohibit ambush marketing, as well as the peddling 
of non-officially sanctioned products like those produced by internal stakehold-
ers like the host community. Simply put, owners and organisers, whether they 
know it or not, restructure the city in a way that directly and indirectly reduces 
the chance that local businesses and entrepreneurial types will be able to lev-
erage the Olympic visitor economy.

A “rights” issue?

I would like to stop there for a moment and pose a question to the reader: 

- Is this a “rights” issue? 
-  Should the host community in this context have the “right” to leverage 

from the visitor economy? 
- What factors determine whether they should (or not) have this “right”?

I, for one, am torn. On one hand I cannot help but see this as an injustice, 
especially as owners and organisers often claim local people should stand to 
benefit most from the planning, staging and subsequent legacies that follow. 
Yet on the other, the organisation of such a complex event, mixed with the 
limited propensity for sport event tourists to consume in any meaningful way 
beyond these event zones, appears to be an impossibility when it comes to 
simultaneously securing both the rights of external and internal stakeholders. 
Indeed, this is not just an Olympic phenomenon but a Commonwealth Games 
and FIFA problem too. It is also a wider issue with any sport or cultural event 
that zones the event’s environment – whether that be an expo or a regional half 
running marathon. Simply put, this is a systematic and structural problem that 
pervades across the world and event owners and organisers must do more to 
encourage greater interactivity between hosts and guests if they are to have the 
intended immediate economic benefit back to the host community. 
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The question for event organisers is: How to balance external and internal 
interests during the live staging? 

I, with my colleagues Andrew Smith, Ilaria Pappalepore and Yvonne 
Ivanescu suggest a dual strategy is required to help achieve said balance. This 
work is published in a new 2021 forthcoming paper entitled Tourists’ expe-
riences of mega-event cities: Rio’s Olympic “double bubbles” (2021) in the 
journal Annals of Leisure Research. 

 “Local infusion” (e.g. bringing together internal stakeholders, e.g. local cul-
tural producers, inside Olympic zones to feature alongside external stake-
holders 
- And – 
 “Visitor diffusion” (e.g. encouraging visitors to move out of Olympic zones 
and into urban neighbourhoods and “off the beaten track” by, for example, 
developing cultural initiatives, events and propositions that circulate visitors 
around the city – instead of containing them inside discrete zones). 

What did we learn from Rio’s Olympic city? 

So far, I have stated the problem; presented both behavioural and organisa-
tional factors that produce and exacerbate this problem, and; suggested some 
of the ways event owners and organisers could overcome the host community 
exclusion. Now, in addition to the local infusion and visitor diffusion sugges-
tions, I illustrate a plethora of ways the local businesses and entrepreneurial 
types proactively sought to leverage Rio’s Olympic visitor economy, and how 
Rio’s organisational environment differed in relation to other Olympic cities 
(e.g. London). I discuss the three key themes of the research below, including: 
1) Setting the stage: Rio’s localised commercial canvas, 2) Tactics and seren-
dipitous immediate leverage of transit zones, and 3) Animating Rio’s transit 
zones: Spaces of dwelling and local interaction. 

Setting the stage: Rio’s localised commercial canvas – this first key finding 
illustrated how, despite the city being reconfigured as found in other Olympic 
cities, there were fewer official sponsors dominating these official zones and 
in and around venues. For the most part, sponsors were mainly housed in-
side the event venues (e.g. Copacabana’s volleyball arena). Therefore, with 
an absence of sponsors, local businesses and entrepreneurial types spotted an 
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opportunity to peddle non-sponsor products (and services: Henna tattoo art 
stations to pop up massage parlours). This included counterfeit unofficial Rio 
2016 merchandise right through to caipirinhas inside the Olympic Boulevard. 
Simply put, Rio’s Olympic zones, often prohibiting local leveraging, became 
spaces where the host community could make a quick buck. The ability for 
locals to turn Olympic zones (usually known for being highly organised, securi-
tised and regulated event spaces) into vibrant and carnivalesque spaces offering 
opportunity for visitors to dwell in local areas and interact with the community 

is a central finding of this work. If you are interested to see what these environ-
ments looked like, I took viewers through a slideshow of these environments 
in my recorded talk. These points all pertain to the second key themes: Tactics 
and serendipitous immediate leverage of transit zones. 

This neatly segues into my final theme: Animating Rio’s transit zones: Spac-
es of dwelling and local interaction. For this final part, I draw on some of the 

The IOA Dean and the team coordinating the online Session from the IOA  
Headquarters, Stella Tachtara, Christos Skaliarakis and Konstantinos Karadimas.
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interview data I conducted after the Games with tourism industry experts and 
policy makers situated across Rio and Brazil to understand how they perceived 
and explained why Rio’s data emerged so different to other Olympic cities. 
Broadly speaking, interviewees raised two important sentiments:  

1)  The Olympics for the city and for local residents was not just a “selling” 
exercise but an opportunity to showcase an authentic side to the city. 

2)  Locals proactively responded this way because of a history of staging 
major events like the Brazil 2014 FIFA World Cup but primarily Rio Car-
nival. Therefore, they knew how to throw a party and had the capacity 
and confidence to do so. 

Concluding thoughts 

Building on my arguments presented above, I wish to leave a closing thought. 
It is important to note that most of the critique bestowed upon event owners 

like the IOC and organising committees (e.g. the Rio Organising Committee for 
the Olympic Games) is focused on what they should do – either at a policy or 
managerial level to reduce the likelihood of host community exclusion. I agree 
with this critique, owners and organisers must re-think the way they spatially 
and regulatorily organise the city – there is much work to be done here. 

However, the situation is much more complex than this and it would be 
naive to simply rely on managers and policy makers to single-handedly re-
solve the challenges I describe throughout. My view is that it is not solely the 
responsibility of owners and organisers to create the ideal conditions for local 
businesses and entrepreneurial types to leverage the Olympic visitor economy. 
As the Rio 2016 case illustrates, locals themselves engaged in proactive and 
creative entrepreneurial leveraging tactics enabling them to productively lev-
erage to gain some economic benefit. Therefore, much work is required with 
as well as on local environments and internal stakeholders to build capacity 
and confidence to encourage bottom-up grassroots local leveraging activity 
too. Indeed, it is the responsibility of stakeholders involved to achieve this, 
from the IOC, local organising committees to the local churros trader to con-
sider how they can more evenly distribute the benefits of event-induced visitor 
economies. This is one way we may approach securing community rights for 
this specific issue.  
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N.B. This piece is based on the following published work: Duignan, M. B., 
Down, S., & O’Brien, D. (2020). Entrepreneurial leveraging in liminoidal 
Olympic transit zones. Annals of Tourism Research, 80, pp. 1-19. 

You can find the full IOA recording of this talk in September 2020 on the fol-
lowing link http://www.ioa-sessions.org/yp2020lecture-assoc-prof-mike-duignan

Useful links to author’s previous work to support this piece 

Duignan, M. B. (2021). Utilising field theory to examine mega event-led development. 
Event Management, forthcoming. 

Duignan, M. B. (2021). Leveraging Tokyo 2020 to re-image Japan and the Olympic 
City, post-Fukushima. Journal of Destination Marketing and Management, forth-
coming. 

Duignan, M. B. (2021). Tourists’ experiences of mega-event cities: Rio’s Olympic 
“double bubbles”. Annals of Leisure Research, forthcoming. 

Duignan, M. B., Down, S., & O’Brien, D. (2020). Entrepreneurial leveraging in limi-
noidal Olympic transit zones. Annals of Tourism Research, 80, pp. 1-19.

Duignan, M. B., Pappalepore, I., and Everett, S. (2019) The “summer of discontent”: 
Exclusion and communal resistance at the London 2012 Olympic Games. Tourism 
Management.

Duignan, M. B. (2019). London’s local Olympic legacy: Small business displacement, 
“clone town” effect and the production of “urban blandscapes”. Journal of Place 
Management and Development, 12(2), pp. 142-163.

McGillivray, D., Duignan, M. B., & Mielke, E. (2019). Mega sport events and spatial 
management: Zoning space across Rio’s 2016 Olympic city. Annals of Leisure 
Research, 23(3), pp. 280-303.
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Introduction

Mega sport events (MSEs) are profit-making ventures for their owners, pro-
viding them with the opportunity to generate revenues with which to service 
their supranational mission: to develop sport on an international basis (For-
ster 2016). In the context of the Olympic Games, the IOC facilitates revenue 
generation through signing a Host City Contract (HCC) with a host city that 
confirms the share of costs and revenues borne by each partner. It also sets 
out the obligations upon hosts to create and protect the conditions for com-
mercial exploitation of the Olympic brand. Since the 1984 LA Olympic Games 
– one of the first commercially successful incarnations of the event – the IOC 
has become extremely adept at maximising revenue from managing Olympic 
broadcasting rights. However, crucially for this lecture, it has also extended its 
commercial tendencies into the very fabric of the urban locations that host the 
Games. Successful bidding cities are contractually obliged to pass exceptional 
Olympic Games legislation that overrides existing local or national legislative 
arrangements (McGillivray and Frew 2015). This legislation includes decrees 
that affect planning, the use of public space, the protection of Olympic assets 
and the ability to secure exclusive access for the Olympic multinational corpo-
rate family, including the creation of a clean-city so that the host destination 
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can be dressed in the five rings regalia (Eick 2010). Rule 50 of the Olympic 
Charter serves to protect the commercial interests of the IOC and The Olympic 
Partners (TOP) by disallowing any counter advertising or publicity within or 
around sport venues, but also within other areas deemed part of the event 
(Boykoff 2017). That means, in practice, that large swathes of the Olympic 
city are given over to official commercial partners to exploit before and during 
the Games itself (McGillivray and Frew 2015). 

Related to these trajectories, within the contemporary Olympic city, in 
the last two decades, temporary event zones have been created which act to 
enable, or constrain, specific flows and circulations of visitors and residents 
through the Olympic city (Duignan and Pappalepore 2019). These zones al-
ter uses of existing public and collective civic spaces and often (temporarily) 
reimagine them as sites of touristic consumption: open to easy mediation by 
a watching world (Smith 2016). During the 2000 Olympic Games in Sydney, 
the organisers placed the city at the heart of the Games experience by pro-
viding co-ordinated crowd entertainment outside official venues. In the wake 
of these so-called “Live Sites”, other mega sport events have also developed 
temporary event zones, including the 2004 European Football Championships 
in Portugal, and the FIFA World Cup in Germany (which attracted 13 million 
visitors across 10 Fan Parks from Berlin to Munich). The success of Live Sites 
means that hosts are now contractually obliged to provide them. However, in 
this lecture, I explore whether these temporary alterations to public space have 
other unintended consequences for host cities and those living there. 

Accelerating urban development: Event zoning and circulation

The literature on mega sport events provides strong support for the notion 
that they are powerful vehicles for growth and accelerated forms of urban 
(re) development (Müller 2015; Gaffney 2015). However, mega sport events, 
including the Olympic Games, create uneven spatial effects on the host des-
tination, whether by providing a fix to a particular problem (Müller 2015), or 
by prioritising prestigious real estate projects that benefit more powerful actors 
over others (Broudehoux and Sanchez 2015). This is only possible because 
awarding bodies have been able to successfully enforce their rules upon pub-
lic authorities. They have extended jurisdictional powers covering branding, 
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commercialisation and security arrangements which are instrumental in creat-
ing what Powell and Marerro-Guillamon (2012) have called Olympic states of 
exception (ality).

The local state actively supports mega sport events awarding bodies in this 
process, whether through subsidy (e.g. resourcing the bidding and planning 
stages) or when agreeing to stringent conditions in the Host City Contract 
(McGillivray and Frew 2015). What remains is a self-reinforcing arrangement 
whereby event owners enforce demands, including the passing of legal excep-
tions that afford these bodies, quite literally, a blank canvas upon which to 
paint the desires of the mega sport event project. Broudehoux and Sanchez 
(2015) argue that this creates a situation akin to “state-assisted privatisation 
and commodification of the urban realm” (p. 109). It is argued that local actors 
are rendered relatively impotent to the onward march of event projects that 
favour neoliberal multinational corporate enterprise over local socio-economic 
activity. 

In preparation for mega sport events, strategic plans often involve segment-
ing the city into discrete zones, containing official sport venues and other an-
cillary Games-related spaces. The choice of venues and transit routes between 
each zone serves to encourage a particular, selective, tourist gaze (Urry and 

From the works of the online Session.
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Larson 2012), directing visitors to what the organisers and the host city wish 
visitors to see, interact with and consume, representing “the very narrowness 
of conceptions of the city that are deployed by policy-makers” (Raco and Tun-
ney 2010, p. 2070). Event organisers intentionally control both space and the 
visitor’s gaze to generate additional footfall and expenditure in priority places 
and spaces (Duignan and Pappalepore 2019). Both McGillivray and Frew’s 
(2015) analysis of the London 2012 Olympic Games (hereafter referred to 
as ‘London 2012’), and Steinbrink’s (2013) of the pre-event Rio 2016 reveal 
that some spaces emerge invisibilised across the host city while the visitor’s 
attention is directed toward newly zoned city routes, event spaces, and sites of 
exclusive, multinational corporate entities invited to leverage global event visi-
tor economies. Special, or exceptional arguments are made to secure planning 
permission, removing civic spaces from public use, and imposing additional 
restrictions on behaviours. Essentially, host planning authorities and Olympic 
organisers coalesce to create the conditions within which consumption practices 
can flourish. 

Creating “safe” consumption spaces in the Olympic city

The success of the strategy to enable multiple consumption opportunities in 
the Olympic city is dependent on the creation of safe spaces to ease the means 
of consumption. Potential visitors, athletes, international sporting federations 
and political actors need to feel at ease if they are to contribute to the econom-
ic success of the mega sport event, for hosts, awarding bodies and sponsors 
alike. There is a close relationship between the delivery of a safe and secure 
Games and its commercial success (Coaffee 2015). Coaffee suggests that the 
objective to reduce or eliminate threats in the Olympic city led to increasing 
use of surveillance technologies and fixed cordons to secure space. Similarly, 
Osborn and Smith (2016) argue that securitisation measures and what they 
term the brandscape simultaneously takes place with “city dressing, branding 
and health and safety all bundled up into one approach” (p. 141). Beyond 
the physical manifestations of security that now accompany the Olympic city, 
Coaffee (2015) also argues that “ideas of enclosure and social control, and 
techniques of ordering, become normalised” (p. 200). One prevalent approach 
for normalising enclosure and containing event visitors are the previously men-
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tioned temporary event zones, which operate as brand exclusion zones before 
and during the Olympic Games. Spaces that were previously open to public 
assembly and with multiple uses, are reconstituted as environments requiring 
state-imposed and subsidised security. Appropriate behaviours are enshrined in 
the security apparatus, written into the physical design of the spaces, regulated 
and policed by local organisers and their private security partners, whether in 
person or via surveillance technologies. These behaviours include adhering to 
Rule 50 of the Olympic Charter by not violating advertising or publicity guide-
lines and only being able to purchase official Olympic partner merchandising 
and food vendors. 

Event zones represent contained physical spaces to encourage visitor move-
ment and celebration, but they are also orchestrated media events (McGilli-
vray and Frew 2015), carefully managed to produce the place impressions 
anticipated by organisers and the event owners, alike. As Steinbrink (2013) 
suggests, “an optimum of international media coverage has to be guaranteed 
so that commercially effective images of happiness and heroism can be sent 
out to the world” (p. 130). Moreover, as Chalip (2017) argues, they engender 
communitas, a group’s pleasure in sharing common experiences that creates a 
heightened sense of community among those present. They also aim to ease 
the circulation of economic capital, with venue regulations discouraging spend-
ing on alternative local products. Safe spaces are provided not for everyone, 
but for the right sort of people – predominantly for visitors, and those with the 
economic capital to participate in what can be considered multinational corpo-
rate, neoliberal spaces (Osborn and Smith 2016). 

Indeed, there are a number of drawbacks emanating from the architectural 
features and security apparatus that accompany event zoning, including restric-
tions on lawful protests. As Coaffee (2015, p. 207) suggests, these approaches 
produce “uneven spatial consequences…cleansing and purifying the Olympic 
city”. Temporary exceptions are often permitted and presented as being in the 
greater good of the host city: a key strategy to maximise economic legacies for 
the host population. However, some exceptions are anything but temporary, 
nor do they tend to produce benefits in terms of local economic development. 
Broudehoux and Sanchez (2015) have shown how, in the lead up to Rio 2016, 
archipelagos of extraterritoriality were created that sought not only to maximise 
revenues during the Games, but also to improve specific areas of the city so 
that they would leave a tourism consumption legacy for years afterwards. 
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Long term implications of mega sport events and public space 

What is clear then is that over the past two decades public spaces, including 
urban parks, streets and squares, have been more extensively utilised to host 
events in temporary venues across the Olympic city. Hagemann (2010) calls 
this the “urbanisation of events”, a term which highlights the ways that mega 
sport events have spilled out of traditional venues into the urban public realm. 
There are both positive and negative outcomes associated with these devel-
opments. First, mega sport events can act as “Trojan horses” which allow new 
systems and practices for the management of public space to be implemented 
under the convenient cover of the event. Several authors have used this anal-
ogy, including Casaglia (2018), who argues that recent mega-events in Italy 
(including the 2006 Torino Winter Olympic Games) have been used to roll 
in new ways of configuring and organising urban public space. For example, 
these events have created new institutions, militarised sites and changed legis-
lation that governs people’s access rights. When mega sport events are staged, 
new installations, procedures, and technologies are introduced to urban public 
spaces which may be conveniently retained post-event. In normal circumstanc-
es these changes might be regarded as inappropriate or unacceptable, but the 
prestige, festivity and deadlines associated with staging a mega sport event 
facilitate their introduction. The perceived significance of mega sport events 
means people are perhaps more willing to accept changes if they are deemed 
necessary sacrifices which allow a prestigious event to be staged (Smith et 
al. 2019). The tight and immovable deadlines associated with staging mega 
sport events also help new approaches to be rolled in, with time constraints 
conveniently used as an excuse to override robust scrutiny and consultation 
procedures (Smith 2012).  

Second, mega sport events help to normalise the idea that public spaces 
are appropriate venues for commercial events. As the preceding discussion has 
illustrated, public spaces have been reimagined as places that serve private in-
terests, where the space’s exchange value is prioritised over its use value. Mega 
sport events like the Olympic Games have provided the foundations for host 
cities to programme public spaces as commercial venues in the legacy phase, 
overshadowing less lucrative uses. Some parks and squares are now hired out 
to event organisers for significant parts of the year, potentially making them less 
accessible to regular users. London provides a clear illustration of this trend. 
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During the 2012 Games, several parks were used to host venues and live sites, 
and these spaces have been used more intensively as venues post 2012, for 
sports events, new music festivals and football fan zones. The perceived suc-
cess of park-based Olympic events seems to have provided the mandate and 
precedent to reimagine these parks as major event venues. 

However, while mega sport events can produce damaging effects that 
challenge the democratic use and management of public spaces, they can 
also generate new potentialities. Some events are responsible for closing 
down public spaces, but others can open them up, attracting new popula-
tions to frequent and use them. As this process is one involving the event-led 
revitalisation of space, Smith (2016) refers to it as eventalisation. Festivals 
and events can be useful vehicles for attracting audiences that might not 
traditionally access public spaces, creating contact zones and opportunities 
for increasingly diverse populations to encounter one another. Festivals and 
events, as celebrations of sociality, can produce interaction and exchanges 
between strangers, including families, visitors, local residents and new pop-
ulations to share space, generating other positive effects. There is potential 
for the investments associated with these events to reimagine the ways public 
spaces are designed, used and managed. Lehtovuori (2010) helps explain 
how events can help to “open up” public spaces, by challenging convention-
al identities and by encouraging people to relate to them in different ways. 
Mega sport events can provide excellent ways of highlighting the potentialities 
of public spaces – allowing people a chance to experience what public spaces 
could be like. And these experiences may influence the ways public spaces 
are designed, managed and used in the future. It may be that in hosting the 
Olympic Games, the host city can redevelop underused or disused spaces 
in parts of the city that leave a better civic realm – albeit it is important that 
gentrifying effects are considered and avoided. Streets can be reimagined as 
spaces for people rather than only motorised vehicles. 

Conclusions

In this lecture I have argued that mega sport events like the Olympic Games 
generate effects on the cities that host them. These effects are differential, 
depending on the political, economic and social context in which they are 
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hosted. Mega sport events can operate as Trojan Horses, allowing new sys-
tems, practices and features to be implemented under the convenient cover 
of the event. Many of these changes can be linked to the greater securitisa-
tion, commercialisation and privatisation of urban public spaces, generating 
questions about who and what these spaces are for. Mega sport events also 
create the precedent and mandate for public spaces to be transformed into 
event sites. Even though these events are often justified as exceptional oc-
currences or once in a lifetime occasions, they provide the foundation for a 
series of more regular events, with prominent parks and squares repurposed 
as venue spaces in the post-event era. Whether this trend should be regarded 
positively or negatively depends on what types of events are staged. Un-
fortunately, in an era when cities are keen to realise the exchange value of 
public spaces, and one where there is an imperative to promote public spaces 
(to increase footfall for businesses), commercially oriented events dominate. 
The influence of urban entrepreneurialism is significant here. Entrepreneurial 
discourses legitimise exclusive / exclusionary uses, and associated control 
measures that are introduced by the local state and its commercial partners. 
“Consultation” with citizens is often about rubber stamping the appropriation 
of public spaces in the name of local economic development. Some actors 
have more power and influence than others to shape or determine the ac-
ceptable uses of public space(s) and those with an inclusive, accessible and 
consultative vision for public spaces are often overwhelmed by the spectac-
ular, consumption-oriented city. 

And yet mega sport events can also encourage social interactions and 
exchanges in public space and provide the inspiration for better public space 
provision and management. Hiller (2012, p. 79) notes that during the Van-
couver Winter Olympic Games in 2010, “the concreteness of urban space 
was given new flexibility”, with the animated streets encouraging a new ener-
gy and pro-social behaviour in previously dead spaces – creating the sort of 
intersubjectivity that turns open spaces into public spaces (Kohn 2004). The 
examples discussed here show that these effects are not necessarily confined 
to the period of the event. Somewhat paradoxically given the discussion 
above, these effects are also due to events that have been staged to extend 
mega sport event legacies. Accessible events can be utilised to enhance civic 
engagement, social justice and healthier living. Rather than occupying or ap-
propriating public spaces, these events can actually make spaces more public: 
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they produce public spaces by carving out spaces for social interactions from 
sites traditionally dominated by motorised traffic and commerce. This can 
demonstrate to citizens and authorities what their public spaces could be like. 

This lecture draws on extracts from two of my recent publications:

McGillivray, D., Duignan, M. B. & Mielke, E. (2020) Mega sport events and spatial 
management: zoning space across Rio’s 2016 Olympic city, Annals of Leisure  
Research, 23:3, 280-303, DOI: 10.1080/11745398.2019.1607509

Smith, A. & McGillivray, D. (2020) The long-term implications of mega-events for the 
provision of urban public spaces, Sport in Society (forthcoming)
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“What are you doing here anyway? Go home! Just give up! This does not 
make any sense…” These are just some of the things that disabled people 
hear on a daily basis. Some of them start to believe it and really give up, and 
some of them decide to prove everyone wrong and make the best versions of 
themselves. Luckily, I am one of those from the second group.

My name is Lena Gabršček, I come from Slovenia and I would like to 
share with you my story of the Paralympic Games in London 2012. I was born 
without my left hand below an elbow, and I know that being without an arm 
may seem like a big handicap to other people, however, I always say that I am 
lucky to have been born with my disability. In my opinion, it definitely is easier 
not knowing how life is with two hands than to lose one in an accident, for 
example. I know how it feels to be different but thanks to my family, friends, 
and especially my passion for sports, I somehow never really felt very different. 

Growing up without an arm did not seem anything special to me. I believe 
it helped a lot that I was (or better said: still am) very stubborn and I wanted 
to finish everything I started without any help. And it worked well. I have 
loved sports ever since I was a kid and I think I can say that there are no 
limits in doing any kind of sports for me. I have tried playing many sports but 
in the end I have chosen volleyball. Some would say it wasn’t the best choice 
of main sport that I could have made, but it seemed the best one to me and 
in the end that’s all that matters – to be passionate about something. Like 
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for many other things, I found my own way to play it and I became really 
good at it – so good that first they invited me to play for a local volleyball 
club. And that’s how it all started. I joined the local club and soon became a 
team captain. 

A few years later, in 2009, I received a call from an unknown number. 
It turned out that the captain of a sitting volleyball Slovenian national team 
called me to invite me to become a member of the team. So I did and a few 
months later I went to my first European Championship in Poland where we 
won a bronze medal. Thus, today I am also a captain of the Slovenian sitting 
volleyball national team, and being an “amputee” almost seems like a gift to 
me because so many incredible things that most people cannot even dream 
of have happened to me. I’ve travelled around the world with my team, met 
a lot of friends from all over the world and others who know how it feels to be 
different. We won some medals on the European Championships and World 
Cups, but the most special experience is definitely the Paralympic Games in 
London 2012, where I had an opportunity to represent my country. 

And what did I love most about it? Well, it is just impossible to choose 
one thing. The whole experience was breath-taking. There are athletes from 
all over the world, gathered in one place, with the same goal – to be the best 
versions of themselves and to show the world what they have been living 
for their whole life. The Olympic Village full of champions and role models; 
Olympic venues full of people who were supporting every individual and every 
team; an incredible show at the opening and closing ceremony; each game, 
full of emotions and adrenaline… and those are just a small piece of this whole 
unique experience. I was only 18 years old back then, so everything seemed 
even more surreal at that time.  

Being an amputee is a challenge and sport made me a stronger person. 
Even though it might seem for others that we cannot do some things, I think it’s 
us who should know or even decide what we are or aren’t capable of. It really 
doesn’t help if you hear someone saying that it’s not worth trying. Because the 
obstacles are only in our heads. The body knows no boundaries.
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My name is Geneviève Saumur, I am from Canada, the French province of 
Quebec, I am 33 years old and a retired swimming athlete. As with many 
high-level athletes, I grew up doing sports and dreaming of the Olympics. In my 
case, I only truly started to believe I could make this dream come true about 
four years prior to the 2008 Olympics, when I made the trials finals at 16. 

The story I want to share with you today is about friendship and trust. It 
is not just my Olympic journey, because I believe that no athlete reaches the 
Olympics alone. We all have a family who believes in us (and makes great 
sacrifices too), a team that pushes us and teammate that makes us better. Well, 
my teammate was (and still is) Victoria Poon. A smart and sweet 6'1” Chinese 
woman who hides behind her shyness but has such grit and tenacity that she 
can rock your socks off! She arrived in Canada when she was 12 and I have 
known her since she was 15. She has been part of my swimming career almost 
forever! We were also the only two girls able to keep up with the training vol-
ume of our training group. We have always been really close even though we 
were also opponents. Just an example, she was my bridesmaid at my wedding 
and in her speech she told my husband that she probably had shared my bed 
more than him at that point! Friend, teammate, room mate, she is part of my 
journey! 

At the 2008 Olympic trials, we both qualified for the Olympics and got su-
per excited to be sharing this experience. Sharing a dream with your best friend 
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is great but reaching it is unreal! I had qualified in the 200m freestyle individual 
and also in the relay 4x200m. I had a rough counter-performance in one of my 
best events, the 100m freestyle, so I didn’t even qualify for the relay. Victoria 
qualified in the 100m freestyle, the 4x100m and the 50m freestyle. 

We finally arrive in Beijing at the Olympic Village and are pretty nervous 
and excited at this point. After a long flight, we don’t feel to good in the water 
and are hoping to get accustomed to the new environment before it all starts! 
Victoria is swimming the relay 4x100m on the first day of competition, as for 
me I am only racing a couple of days later. She is doing sprinters’ workouts 
(the ones where you don’t even sweat) and I am still doing mid-distance since 
I would not be sprinting. After a couple of days, Victoria still isn’t feeling better. 
She has a fever and some pimples show up. The day of the opening ceremony 
she decides to go meet a doctor at the clinic in the village since no Canadian 
doctors were available. Also, fun fact, the swimming team for Canada is never 
part of the opening ceremony since we compete the next day, we all rest our 
legs at the village and watch it on tv. 

At the doctor’s office, she receives bad news! She had CHICKEN POX! 
Who has chicken pox as an adult, and more importantly, who has chicken 
pox AT THE OLYMPICS? In my time, there was no vaccine for Varicella yet 
and all the kids had chicken pox and it was no big deal. Apparently catching 
chicken pox when you are an adult is more serious; you can get really ill and 
have a high fever. Also, you are super contagious! You see me coming! We 
found out that in China it is a really rare disease and that less than 1% had it as 
a kid and that they did not really vaccinate against it. She was now the biggest 
threat to the Olympic village, to the Chinese, to China’s chances of medals, to 
the volunteers, the athletes, to EVERYBODY! Just imagine the host country 
being out of the competition because of chicken pox! When she called me, she 
was already in an army car on her way to the Canadian embassy. They had 
taken her accreditation and were evacuating her out of the village as fast as 
they could. A funny thing about my friend is that she is from Hong Kong, so 
she does not speak Mandarin, she barely understands Cantonese. So she did 
not even understand were she was going. While the opening ceremony was 
happening, we learned that she would have to stay at the embassy for almost 
a week in isolation! This meant that her Olympic competition was pretty much 
over. She had a hard time talking on the phone, so we mostly just texted 
through the night. It was so hard to see my good friend and teammate in this 



95

OLYMPIC EXPERIENCES

situation. I could not do anything for her. You will understand now why I spoke 
so much about her story. Because she changed my Olympic experience! 

I was put on the 4x100m relay team that was happening that same night 
(the preliminaries were at night in Beijing if you remember correctly and the fi-
nals were in the morning to accommodate the media broadcaster). I had to get 
ready in a day to do some sprints while I had only trained in mid-distance for 
months. I had not practiced any relay exchanged in a while. I was not ready! 
This was not the plan! Where was my friend? I finally talked to her before the 
competition started and I told her that I was not ready to do this without her 
and that I felt like I was taking her spot (which I was and she knew it too well). 
I had impostor syndrome. Being as wise as Yoda, she told me everything that 
I needed to hear at the time. She asked me to swim for her and told me that 
she would watch it on TV, that I needed to make her proud so she could start 
healing. She also said that, out of everyone, I was the one she trusted most 
with her spot on the relay. “I trust you, you got this,” she said! That is what I 
did that night, I swam the fastest 100m freestyle I have ever swam in my entire 
life. I was lucky I did not fall of the starting blocks since my legs were shaking so 
much. I barely remember anything about the race. We qualified for the finals as 
the leading team, we did not even think we could make it into the final. It was 
exciting, but we knew only too well that the Netherlands, the Americans, the 
Australians and the Chinese had not put their best swimmers in the prelims and 
they were saving them for the finals. We ended up finishing 8th in the finals the 
next day. We still had a good race, but it was not the place we were aiming for. 

In the next couple of days, I continued my journey and raced my individual 
race. After all the emotion at the beginning of the Games I felt drained and 
tired. My 200m wasn’t bad but it was far from the best. My goal was to make 
the B final, but I ended up short, finishing 25th, while only 16 were moving 
into the finals. In the relay 4x200m, we were pretty sure of making it into the 
finals. We had been performing well for the past two years in that event. We 
could feel that we were exhausted, and that the energy was not there anymore 
but it was our last event. In the preliminary, we ended up in the 10th position, 
missing the finals by a hair. And that was it! Just like that, my Olympic expe-
rience had come to a stop. I did not even see it coming, it was over before we 
knew it. Out of that tight swimsuit and done with the Olympics. Four years 
seems like such a long ride when you are still standing by the pool at the end 
of your Olympic competition. I was a bit nostalgic at the closing ceremony, 
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like most athletes, I guess. But it was hard to let go of the experience that had 
happened, where nothing went according to plan, and it was too soon to see 
the silver lining. For Victoria, she ended up being released from the embassy 
the last day of competition, so she did race her 50m. But after a week without 
training and running a fever, it was not the best. She still did it to feel like she 
had participated. 

I decided to try and do better at the London 2012 Olympics and trained 
my guts off for the next four years. I took under my wings younger athletes 
that were making me work harder to keep my lead. I became ill a couple of 
months before the Olympic trials, I was just feeling weak and had no energy. I 
got scared that I was over-trained or had glandular fever. My doctor made me 
stop training three months before the trials, which was like a death sentence. I 
was almost reaching the sweet taste of another Olympic adventure. Well, that 
taste ended up being cancer! I was diagnosed with thyroid cancer and had to 
plan for a surgery and some radiation treatments. Since Beijing, I have known 
that my athletic career would end as soon as the Olympic flame from London 
was put out. In the end, my summer took a different turn and I knew my swim-
ming career was over. The girl in the picture is my younger teammate Barbara 
Jardin at the Olympic trials in Montreal. Since I could not make it, she drew 
me on her hand to accompany her in each stroke of her 200m race. On the 
other hand, with the slanted eyes, you might recognise Victoria’s face! Barbara 
qualified for London and it made me proud! And envious obviously, knowing 
I could have made the team too! Do not worry, thyroid cancer is the kind of 
cancer you want to pick if you absolutely have to pick one. Death is really rare 
and it is fairly easy to get rid of. I got my radiation treatment on July 26th, 
2012, meaning I needed to stay in isolation for at least a week (since I radiated 
nuclear substance). The opening ceremony for London started the next day 
and I got to cheer my teammates from my parents’ basement. Victoria had 
made the team again and could redeemed herself from four years ago. It was 
my turn to accompany her in isolation, it was just less fancy than the embassy. 

It took me a while to digest the abrupt ending of my athletic career, but 
watching our girls win medals in Rio 2016 made me so proud. I could feel I was 
part of a heritage that was bigger than me or Victoria. It was the heritage of all 
the young athletes that could dream to make it to the Olympics. 
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Hello Everyone, I am Marisleysis Cedeño, Guatemala Youth Olympic Athlete. 
Please let me introduce myself with a quote from Eleanor Roosevelt: “The fu-
ture belongs to those who believe in the beauty of their dreams”. Please enjoy 
my Olympic story. 

First of all, to summarise my experience, I can tell you it was the most in-
credible and amazing experience I have had in my life. Also, it was an experi-
ence that in the process taught me many things that now help me to be a better 
person. But I had a different process for qualifying for the Games compared 
with other athletes that went to the YOGs, because exactly two years before 
qualification I stopped training. In that moment of my life I lost every kind of 
faith in going to the Olympic Games, but exactly one year before qualification I 
was blessed to start training again. Meanwhile, that moment I promised myself 
that I would not give up on the process and that I would give the best of me 
to be a better athlete to have a chance of qualifying for the Games. None of 
that would have been possible without the support of my family, my friends, 
teammates, and coaches.

I still think of some words that my coach said to me. He told me that dream-
ing can be easy, you just lie down in your bed and dream, but the most im-
portant thing about dreams is waking up every day and fighting to make that 
dream come true. Definitely those words helped me to qualify. Then came the 
moment I qualified. It was not just a historical moment for me but also for my 
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country because it was the first ever time a Guatemalan rower had qualified for 
the Olympic Games. That moment was the greatest moment of my life.

The countdown ended and I went to Buenos Aires. Definitely, from the very 
first second of being in Buenos Aires until the last second of being there, it was 
an incredible experience. I still cannot believe there were 4,000 people from all 
over the world in a village, and that also all of them shared the same passion 
as me – the passion for sports. 

About my participation, it was not the performance that was expected 
because I was so conscious that I had worked so hard for it, but it was not 
enough. However, I learned a lot about that competition that helps me now to 
be a better athlete. Besides that bitter moment, I continued enjoying my time 
in Buenos Aires. One of my favourite activities in the village was exchanging 
pins with many athletes from all the world.

Also there are two moments of my Olympic experience that I am never go-
ing to forget. The first one was when the Argentinian rower Sol Ordas won the 
youth women single scull gold medal. It was an incredible feeling even although 
I was not the person who won the medal. I felt very happy for her because she 
won a medal for the American Continent and also the way the locals partied 
when she crossed the line first was unbelievable. The atmosphere from the 
locals was incredible because they were screaming, having a big party for her, 
and that just made me feel great to live that moment. The second moment 
I am never going to forget was when the Olympic flame went out. It was an 
emotional moment for me because I knew that the process had ended and my 
dreams had come true. In that moment a flame started to shine in my heart 
saying that I would do everything I have to do to make my dreams come true 
and I am going to work hard for it.

To conclude, I want to encourage everyone to fight for your dreams. Dream 
as hard as you can, but especially work as hard as you can to make that dream 
come true. Also I want to encourage everyone to live your life with the Olympic 
feeling. Every day share the values of friendship, respect, and excellence, and 
also share the passion for your country, for your family and for sports. 
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I am a Greek water polo athlete. I have been in the national team since I was 
12 years old and in 2007 we competed in the pre-Olympic Games. The final 
was with Canada and we won 5-3. I am the goalkeeper of this team and I 
remember my eyes were full of tears from the moment we heard our national 
anthem until the end of the match and we knew that we had qualified for the 
2008 Olympics and were ready to claim exactly the same prize. I remember it 
and I shiver. We did a lot of training and it was time to enter the Olympic Vil-
lage. I remember that the size of the buildings and the whole organisation took 
me by surprise. We played many games and won 8th place, but I have played 
many matches at such a high level. What I have kept in my heart and mind 
from the Games is seeing millions of athletes eating together with athletes who 
were hungry in their own countries, sitting next to each other to talk, to laugh 
and to eliminate any kind of injustice. We all had the same goals and nothing 
else was important. Athletes are children and children do not mind whether 
they play with the rich or the poor, white or black. These are the interests of 
the adults.

I am still an athlete and if I tried to go to the Olympics again, it would be to 
feel part of that whole once more. 
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Hello everyone. My name is Ka Man LEE. I am from Hong Kong and am 
almost 34 years old. This event has age limitations. I am so glad and thankful 
that my coach encouraged me to participate in this IOA Young Participants’ 
Session 2020. 

I have been a full-time rowing athlete since 2003 and participated in the 
2008 and 2016 Olympics. In addition, I participated in five Asian Games and 
represented Hong Kong in a number of international events.

I watched a live windsurfing race in the 2000 Olympic Games at high school 
and had a question for myself, “Will I be like her and become an Olympic 
Medallist?” 

Lai Shan Lee was a gold medallist at the 1996 Olympics, and the only 
Olympic Gold Medallist in HK until today. 

Because of her, I started my sports career in rowing after the HK Rowing 
Federation promoted rowing in my high school. She made a big impact on 
who I have become today. Although I am not an Olympic medallist, I still 
want to be like her in spirit, to affect others in positive ways thought sport and 
become today who I am now. 
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My name is Ariana Orrego, I am 21 years old and I am from Peru. I am part 
of the Peruvian Gymnastics National Team and today I will be talking about 
my Olympic experience. 

I have been doing artistic gymnastics since I was 5 years old and my 
dream had always been to compete at the Olympic Games. In order to 
achieve this dream, at the age of 15, in 2013, I had to move without my 
family to the United States to start more intense training. I started doing 
school online so I could have more time in the gym. From 2014 to 2016  
I competed at many international competitions representing Peru. In 2015, 
I competed at the World Championship in Glasgow and was able to earn 
a spot at the Olympic Test Event that would be held in Rio de Janeiro the 
next year. This event was the Olympic Qualifier. In 2016, at 17 years old, I 
competed in the Test Event and was able to qualify for the Olympics – it is a 
moment I will never forget. I was the first Peruvian gymnast in the history of 
Peru to qualify for the Olympic Games. All the sacrifices I made were worth 
it, moving away from family and friends to a different country to chase my 
dream, for example. 

A couple of months later, it was time for the Olympics. I remember being 
super excited to stay at the village and meet athletes from different sports 
from all over the world. When I first got to the village, my first impression 
was, “Wow, this is amazing, my dreams are really turning into reality.” I got to 

MY OLYMPIC EXPERIENCE

Ariana ORREGO (PER)



60th INTERNATIONAL SESSION FOR YOUNG PARTICIPANTS

102

Rio about 10 days before competition day. During these days, I trained and 
got ready to compete, and in my free time I liked to explore the village, take 
pictures and make new friends. My favourite thing to do at the village was to 
exchange pins with other athletes. 

The opening ceremony was two days before competition and I remembered 
being really excited about it. Marching down the stadium with the rest of the 
Peruvian delegation is an experience I will never forget, it was such a unique 
moment. At the opening ceremony, I was able to meet some famous athletes 
like Rafael Nadal, Ferrer, Serena William and some others. 

After the ceremony, I remember getting many texts from friends from Peru 
saying that they had seen me on TV and were really happy and proud that my 
dream was coming true. 

Then Competition Day came. I was a little nervous but very excited at the 
same time. I remember walking to the competition floor after warm ups and 
looking at all the people in the crowd, including my family. I started competing 
on the beam, and the floor, then the vault and ended on bars. It was a great 
competition for me. After competing I gave some interviews to journalists from 
Peru. I was just really happy I was able to represent my country the best way 
I could. One of the journalists told me, “You know you just made history, 
right?” and at first, I had not realised it, but then it all sank in. I became the first 
Peruvian gymnast ever to compete at the Olympic Games. No other Peruvian 
gymnast had made it to the Olympics before. 

I enjoyed the days after competition very much. I got to spend time with 
my family, coach, and friends. I had the opportunity to watch many Olympic 
finals and watch the best of the best in each sport. I watched Usain Bolt run, 
Michael Phelps swim, Andy Murray and Juan Martin del Potro play tennis. It 
all motivated me to keep training as hard as I could. And showed me that with 
hard work and perseverance anything is possible. 

Unfortunately, I was not able to stay for the Closing Ceremony, but I was 
still very happy I got to experience this unique moment. My Olympic experi-
ence was amazing overall and I cannot wait to have more experiences like this 
in the future. 

Last year at the 2019 World Championship, I was able to qualify for the 
Tokyo 2020 Olympics that will now be in 2021. I am currently training and 
getting ready to compete. I am really hoping that the Olympics will take place, 
so I can have a second Olympic experience.
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Since I was a child, I have always had an obsession: taking part in the Olympic 
Games. When I started playing field hockey at the age of 5, Belgium was only 
ranked around 30th in the world. I evolved very quickly, being selected for the 
women’s national team early at the age of 14. I used to tell anyone who would 
listen that my dream was to participate in the Olympic Games, but this was 
rather misunderstood because at that time Belgium was only ranked 25th in 
the World Ranking and only 12 teams could qualify.

At the age of 19, I finally got close to the Olympic Games by taking part in 
a qualifying tournament for the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games. Even though 
on paper we were the 5th best ranked team out of the 6 teams entered, we 
finished 2nd. Everything became more concrete, more realistic from then on. 
We further intensified our training, which was becoming more and more diffi-
cult to combine with my law studies. Four years later, in April 2012, in front of 
our own crowd, we achieved the feat of qualifying as the first Belgian women’s 
team in history for the Olympic Games. What immense pride and joy to see 
that perseverance and hard work pay off.

The reality of the Olympic Games that I lived through was clearly equal to 
the dream that I had of it. What do I remember about the London Olympics? 
Of course, as an athlete, I will always remember the crowded stands and the 
incredible atmosphere on the field. But I will remember even more the inde-
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scribable atmosphere that reigned in the Olympic Village, during the opening 
and closing ceremonies and during the other competitions that I had the op-
portunity to go and see. What struck me was the omnipresence of the Olympic 
values in every encounter with other athletes or volunteers. To sum up, I had 
the impression of being a member of three teams during these Olympics: the 
Belgian national hockey team, the “Team Belgium” team but, above all, the 
“Olympic family” team who lived this experience through the Olympic values. 
The motto of the London 2012 Olympic Games was “Inspire a Generation”.  
I have taken this slogan literally and now I coach young players who will hope-
fully in turn go and taste the unique experience of the Olympic Games. My new 
dream continues through coaching because although we unfortunately did not 
qualify for the Rio 2016 Olympic Games, I hope to be able to take part in the 
Olympic Games in a coaching role.
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This year’s challenges because of the pandemic urged humans to pause, re-
consider and readjust while experiencing life in a limbo in between what once 
was and what will be. At the same time a coronavirus culture started to emerge 
spontaneously and creatively and we witnessed the very best of humanity 
where organisations and people found ways to communicate, engage and 
support each other. 

From people who rallied around to take care of the most vulnerable, com-
munities covered in rainbows, musicians playing or singing from balconies and 
online art and sport classes to large-scale remote platforms for education and 
conferences, it became apparent that connection is important to humanity and 
we adapted to survive and thrive. With that in mind when I was invited by the 
IOA to propose a remote arts programme plan for the 60th Young Participants’ 
Session, my main concern was to put together ideas that build unity, commu-
nity and connection. 

Following this, I introduced those ideas to the coordinators team and we 
discussed them further. Together with associate professionals we have agreed 
to move forward with the plan to produce a short film based on a collaborative 
structure between all the workshops that would normally run during the Session 
in Olympia. Our aim for the final outcome was to present a visual narrative 
based on a fictional or real story, or a combination of both, on Olympic ideals 
and Humanism. 

Parallel to this, each workshop would run their own programme of daily 
activities and prepare a digital presentation of final outcomes to be showcased 
as part of the virtual Art Happening at the end of the online 60th Young Par-
ticipants’ Session. 

We organised the workshop groups and broke down a plan of activities that 
would run during the session where all workshops would work independently 

REPORT
ON THE ARTS PROGRAMME – FINE ART AND ARTS HAPPENING

by Georgia BOUKLA (GRE)
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while at the same working in a dialogue together for the film project. It was 
decided that the Poetry/Literature workshop will have a leading role in the 
project and it was proposed that it should submit a poem which would then be 
melodised in the Music/Sound Art workshop followed by a movement transla-
tion made in the Dance/Performing Arts workshop and evaluated with visual 
graphics from the Fine Art workshop. 

Together with coordinator Xavier Jeannin (FRA) we ran two sessions a day 
for the Fine Art workshop where, together with participants, we worked on a 
series of drawings in the style of artist Wassily Kandinsky (1866 – 1944). 

Kandinsky is often regarded as the pioneer of European Abstract Contem-
porary Art who had an interest in visualising music in his paintings. He ex-
perimented with random geometric forms and colour hues to communicate a 
unique visual vocabulary that went beyond material reality to depict the human 
condition.

It is said that Kandinsky experienced synesthesia which is a condition where 
someone can experience two senses at the same time. In other words, one 
sense can trigger another and in the case of Kandinsky he could see colours 
and lines while listening to music. These experiences were reflected in his paint-
ings, conveying universal human feelings and concepts. His aim was to com-
municate these concepts to the rest of the world in order to improve society. 

The Fine Art group started its activitie s with a 10-minute film on Kandinsky 
followed by a discussion and simple warm up contour and hand eye coordi-
nation drawing exercises in order to understand techniques and build up con-
fidence. For the next session the group looked at some art works, reflecting on 
how they might sound, and then I demonstrated ways to get the group inspired 
to create art by responding to music and sounds. At first the group was asked 
to choose a piece of music to play for everyone and use black marker pens 
and paper to create a visual drawing by listening carefully to the tempo of the 
music, how slow or fast it is, and to consider feelings, thoughts or even images 
when hearing the sounds. The focus was on the experience of the process 
rather than the final product and everyone created abstract designs they could 
colour in using colouring materials of their choice for relaxation before the end 
of the day’s session. The group continued with this idea when it was their turn 
to work on their contribution to the short film project by responding to music 
and sounds created by the other workshops. The final outcome was a series of 
interesting and colourful abstract visuals depicting sounds and feelings.  
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After that all workshops had free activities while at the same time they were 
getting ready to hand in their digital presentation of their final outcomes pro-
duced as part of their independent projects. The Fine Art group chose to work 
on another fun activity to create Olympic rings using food.

Meanwhile, I have collected visual and sound media from all the workshops 
and in collaboration with photographer George Skouloudis we put together a 
20 minute digital presentation of the arts programme for the closing ceremony. 
The event started with an introduction to the programme and all the work-
shops, followed by a presentation of the collaborative short film project. This 
was a 3 minute narrative starting with a poem and images from Ancient Olym-
pia that came from George’s archive. It continued with a recreated version of 
the song “Imagine” by John Lennon and was complemented with movement 
and abstract visuals blending in and out.

The presentation concluded with final outcomes and behind the scenes 
footage from all workshops showing all the process and fun moments everyone 
had during the activities in the arts programme. 

Overall this year’s online session for young participants required weeks of 
organising, planning and breaking down detailed tasks in order to manage 
and deliver successful outcomes. It was a new and very rewarding experience 
for us all.
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Music has the unique power to unite the world, especially in times when the 
entire world is in “social isolation”. The YPS2020 virtual sound/music work-
shop was also a “space” for meeting and union through listening, playing and 
singing. The workshop took place once a day for five days and the coordinators 
and the participants worked on two different projects.

 
First project: The Film

The first project was the creation of the melody for the film (The film was the fi-
nal project for the general arts programme). We used Imagine by John Lennon 
as a melody and we added the lyrics of the poem Light of Olympia that the po-
etry workshop proposed. The members of the workshop played two guitars and 
a trumpet, and sang the lyrics of the poem instead of the lyrics of the original 
song. We digitally managed the final product through a sound production app. 
The participants had fun and felt creative as we proceeded with the project.  

Second Project: The International tour of the “Chihuahua Band”

The second project was a process of learning about the traditional songs and 
melodies of each country from those who made up the workshop. With the 
songs and melodies we went one step further and we tried to add our own 
sounds made of objects that you can find at home. We all travelled around the 
world through music and we had the chance to share our feelings with each oth-
er and also learn about various cultures through an interactive and fun activity.

REPORT 
ON THE SOUND/MUSIC WORKSHOP 

by Dimitrios REGALOS (GRE) and Lucia GIAMBERARDINO (ARG)
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It is really important to have knowledge about the differences between cultures 
and yet how similar we are in order to understand the basic Olympic values, 
especially respect. That is why during the dance workshop the concept idea 
was learning from each other and demonstrating and teaching each other our 
cultural dances. The YPS2020 virtual dance workshop was also a time for 
meeting and union through dancing and discussing traditions. The workshop 
took place once a day for five days and the coordinators and the participants 
worked on two different projects. One was for the general final movie and one 
was the dance workshop project “Adding the words, adding the dances”.

First project: General final movie/film

We had a dancer from Armenia who danced to the song Imagine, originally 
written and performed by John Lennon, which was incorporated as a part 
of it. We worked together with all the other workshops especially the sound 
workshop.

Second project: “Adding the words, adding the dances”

This is just like the game where we say one word and the other person has to 
repeat the first word and then add the second one, and later the third person 
does the same until everyone in the game has had a turn and created a sen-
tence. We did the same with the dances. The first person danced ten seconds 
of their dance and the second person had to repeat the basic steps of that tra-
ditional dance and add their own. The next person did the same. At the end 

REPORT 
ON THE DANCE WORKSHOP 

by Jonathan RUWUYA (ZIM) and Marija LOZANCIC (CRO)
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we had nine people dancing their own dance and each other’s dances and 
creating the full experience of the “adding” game. At the end of every dance 
every participant added their sport move that did not have to be repeated. 
Everyone danced to their traditional music and dances. 

Observation

The idea was to create a video (from the plan), which we did but it was too 
long for the final presentation. We managed to learn other dances and every-
one could share their experience and learn new dances. Some of the work-
shops were shorter or not held in order to finish the videos in that time.
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1st Meeting: All the participants were very engaged and active in the group. 
We introduced ourselves to them and then they introduced themselves and 
why they were interested in the workshop. Most of them did not have any 
experience in writing.

• We had a short introduction about poetry and literature in the Ancient 
and Modern Olympic Games. (Samantha Matavata)

• We introduced the workshop and the arts film project and our part in the 
process. (Megan Rich)

• We then gave them the Poem, Light of Olympia by Takis Doxas to read 
by themselves and then out loud in parts. (Laurel Brassey Iversen)

• We discussed the relevance of the poem to Olympism. Then we chose 
excerpts from the poem to share with the other arts workshops for the film 
project.

2nd Meeting: The participants shared what they believed were the Olympic and 
Paralympic values, and we had some discussion.

• Each participant was assigned a part of the poem to record their voice 
reading and send to the music and dance groups by end of day Saturday. 
Stavros Stavrou recorded in Greek as well as English.

• For the third meeting they had to have a pen or pencil, paper, scissors and 
tape.

3rd Meeting: We tried Dada poetry which was suggested to us by Georgia 
Boukla.

• They each chose one Olympic or Paralympic value and wrote down every 
word or short phase describing that value.

REPORT 
ON THE POETRY AND LITERATURE WORKSHOP 

by Laurel BRASSEY IVERSEN (USA), 
Megan RITCH (USA) and Samantha MATAVATA (ZIM)
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• Next, they cut the words and phrases apart and then mixed them up in a 
container.

• Then, they drew the words out one by one and placed them in a new 
order on a sheet of paper.

• Finally, they could add small words to connect the thoughts. Attached are 
the new poems.  

4th Meeting: Following up on the Dada poems, some shared their activities of 
the past 24 hours. One poem was on the refrigerator of the participant’s home. 
Another had already done the exercise with her NOC group (PNG).

• Our discussion moved to Human Rights and the Olympic values.

• As we talked they were writing down ideas.

• Each participant was asked to write any poem to share at the next  
meeting.

5th Meeting: More Human rights and Olympic values

• The participants shared what they had written and their experiences.

• We found their poems and experiences soul searching, insightful and 
powerful.

6th Meeting: Megan and Laurel (during night hours) set up candles to set the 
mood as we would do in Olympia.

• We introduced the image of John Carlos and Tommie Smith from the 
Mexico City Olympic Games and we created these first lines of a poem 
they would complete:

    -  A simple image of raised black fist, Framed by Olympic Rings and 
Flags.

• They struggled a bit and we asked them to look at the image again and 
view it from various perspectives; that of the two black athletes, from the 
Australian athlete, from the spectators, from family members, from IOC 
of IF members, etc.

• That got them writing.  

• They each completed their own version of the poem.

• These poems were shared as part of the final presentation.
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7th Meeting: Wrapped up the poems from the previous meeting and requested 
they send us all the poems they wrote during the week.

All poems are included here.
 

Light of Olympia

By TAKIS DOXAS (excerpts in italics chosen by the participants and given to 
the music and dance workshops for the final video production)

From the fluvial lips of the Alpheios,
from the blue white bosom of Arethousa,
and from the stony eye of Zeus, 
from out of the wounded marble
where shines the soul of Ion and Dorieus,
and from the capitals
where the sun binds his tired horses, 
from the interwoven fingers of pine and laurel

here, 
in this virgin womb of Olympia 
that never changed, never polluted, will never die, 
here the Light will be reborn.

The spark of God 
concealed within the ashes of the heart of Coubertin 
and kindled with the breath of Callipateira, the Hellenic mother, 
mother of every human.
A shining lamp created from the wax of time and myth, 
brilliant idol, brilliant Christ, 
fragrant with frankincense and the blood of an innocent beast, 
the light a full golden grape 
given up into the hands of Hermes.

It is from here that the Angel will depart.
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He will untie his sandals, his spurs his passions.
He will ask who were they that last competed in the Stadium,
where well-born champions received the victory garland, 
and he will run.
Beyond the sacred embrace of Altis, 
beyond Olympia and Hellas,
across the land and sea,
wherever there is love, 
wherever pain,
wherever hypocrisy, 
wherever hatred, 
wherever fire, 
in gilded wealth, in poverty, on the front, in life, in the cemetery, 
to convey the great message.

Hermes,
fear not the storms, the sarcasm, cruel memories,  

the threats and cries, 
the wars that passed or that loom.
Hermes, 
fear not men!
Gather the peoples with your bugle
wherever they may be, whoever they may be -
 the heroes, the vanquished, the wicked, shades,  

bones-and feed them with your vine,
grape by grape intoxicate them with love, 
and as they shed their cares and surrender to their dreams, 
as they all turn together for the first time.  
and gaze hard at the heavens,
bend their hearts and tell them.

Tell them
to set off for Olympia,
thousands and thousands and thousands of youths,
 swarms of bodies, black, white, yellow, and, close  

by the Arena, go to wash themselves 
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of yesterday, today, tomorrow, 
and anoint their souls and minds with oil
and then
enter the Stadium through the wide -open gates to fight.

Not in slaughter or conflagration,
not with dagger or fiery sword,
not the destruction of man by man,
not more dead, more maimed, more sorrow,
but for the punch, and the javelin,
the jump, the discus, the track, the contest, the chariot race, 
for Virtue,
alongside Castor or Antipater,
Diagoras or Alcibiades,
who will fuse the ancient world to our own, to tomorrow’s, to the eternal
And defeat Ares yet again
forever

Yonder in the glade, Olympia,
vigilant day and night, weaves for each and every one 
an oleaster garland
of Hellenic peace, 
of peace throughout the world.

Dada Poems

Joy of Effort by Megan Ritch – Coordinator (USA)
Descriptive words: thriving competing, purpose, intention, achievement,  
endeavour struggle, participation, win or lose, feat, striving
Mixed up and rewritten:  
Competing itself is an achievement, a major endeavour thriving through  
struggle, win or lose with true intention. Participation is a feat. Striving towards 
a shared purpose.  
Aspiration.
Italicised connector words were added.
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Respect by Stavros Stavrou (CYP)
Descriptive Words: others, hug, offer, care, equal, give, embrace, give, yourself, 
others, live, fair, accept, fair, believe
Mixed up and rewritten:  
embrace others and live every moment with them. give your fair self, bow 
before them hug them, accept them.  being equal means offering yourself, 
caring, believing it could help believe!

Respect by Filipa Texeira (POR)
Descriptive words: Loyalty, human, differences, liberty, world, attitude, 
responsibility, moral, admiration, honour
Mixed up and rewritten:
In this world of admiration, loyalty in human race, choose liberty as an attitude, 
structure moral and honour all small differences; Big responsibility.

Excellence by Masimba Mutemaringa (ZIM)
Descriptive words: Endure, champagne, joy, superior, esteem, celebration, fun, 
success, effort, podium, standing up high, time, success
Mixed up and rewritten:  
Standing up high on the podium, esteem dripping down my cheeks, and joy 
flowing in my veins, hardly could I remember the endurance and effort. Yes, 
I feel superior.
Oh, success embrace me! And pop the champagne.

Excellence by Laurel Brassey Iversen – Coordinator (USA)
Descriptive words: achievement, self-worth, fair play, hard work, striving, 
satisfaction, competition within, accomplishments
Mixed up and rewritten:  
The competition within me makes hard work and achievement meaningful.   
All my accomplishments give me self-worth, striving for fair play is Satisfaction.

Excellence by Samantha Matavata – Coordinator (ZIM)
Descriptive words: quality, outstanding, surpassing, honours, transparency, 
best, accountability, distinction, above, beyond, triumph, resilience, achieving
Mixed up and rewritten:  
Surpassing quality above distinction, with outstanding honours, beyond 
resilience achieving transparency and accountability for best triumph.
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Friendship by Asiani Vagi (PNG)
Descriptive words: Care, honest, friend, hug, share,  
smile, bond, love, true, sincere
Mixed up and rewritten:  
A smile and a hug 
So sincere It showed the bond they shared 
The care and Love they shared Showed true friendship  
Is built on Honesty

Poems of Human Rights and Olympic Values

We Belong by Asiani Vagi (PNG) 

From far and wide we come 
Across the seas we come 
Over the mountains we come 
Following the light that will lead us to the stage  
A stage not all are privileged to step on 

Different languages, different colours, different ethnicities  
We come together; 

To show the world what unity is 
To show the world that race don’t matter 
To show the world that physical challenges make us  

no different To show the world that we are one in human race 

Why then do they fight? 
Why then do they discriminate? 
Why then are they not equal? 

Why then are they left out? 
For we see each other as they are 
Our battlefield such that it creates friends 
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We shoot to where excellence is the target 
And embrace the result of the battle with respect 

Guided by our values 
We journey to make this world a better place 
Guided by our philosophy  
We stand firm on what makes us better people for tomorrow  

For You, for me, for him, for her 

Though we come from far and wide 
We Belong!

Rights? by Asiani Vagi (PNG) 

The coolness of the late afternoon brushes my cheek 
As I sit on the pier by the beach 

I watch the beautiful blended colours of orange, red,blue and grey  
As they draw the most beautiful picture of a sunset 
Can life be that beautiful? 

As tears cover the guilt and pain I feel 
I wish the sun would take away the memory of yesterday  

as it went down 
Leave the pier was what the omega watch screamed at me  

Just like how I left him after training yesterday 

Was he robbed off the cheerful, bubbly person he was? 

Human Rights – what’s that you say? 
Let me stand up for a brother – no! 
Let me speak for a brother – no! 
Let me be quiet for a brother – yes! 
Human Rights – what’s that you say?



60th INTERNATIONAL SESSION FOR YOUNG PARTICIPANTS

122

Strong Inside by Stavros Stavrou (CYP)

STRONG INSIDE

There will be times
that light is going to fade
the voice is going to stay silent
the eyes are going to cry …
Look at the sun
The light is still there…
Look within you
and you will hear that voice again
Look into someone else’s eyes
There will be a smile for you there…

And when you reach the finish line
-whatever happens-
you know what light is
you know what a voice is
you know what a smile is

And even if that podium is a dream
that will never come true
you will stay strong…
…and shine…
…and shout…
…and smile…
Only because you were once weak

But know
-Even if you are not the fastest or the strongest-
You are strong
You are strong inside
And that’s what matters …

Inspired by image of Abby Dagnostina on Nikki Hamlin
Fairplay
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Poems by Massimba Mutemaringa (ZIM)

Excellence

Standing up high on the Podium,

Esteem dripping down my cheeks
And joy flowing in my veins.
Hardly could I remember the endurance and effort.

Yes I feel superior.
Oh Success embrace me with a plaited wreath
Of sweet smelling flora
And pop the champagne.

I have Rights too

I in the line of an Athlete 

Huff and pant on the canvas
Anticipating for lucre from talent 
Veiled in me since birth,
Earnestly kept hoping for a living

Reasonably I assumed they would reason but 
I remain poor even with the gold mine of my abilities. 
Gutted I tread the path of life 
Hoping one day I would be heard but 
Torridly I travail with anguish 
Stimulated by those I regard with esteem.

Take me away from this quagmire of disregard
Oh my people, I HAVE RIGHTS TOO!!
Of being heard and rewarded for my efforts. 
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Humanism 
Is this not me the creation of the Almighty
Whom you disregard and leave in despair 
Without food, clothes, nor shelter
Thirsty of love and acceptance from my own 

When shall thee show remorse 
And crown me with honour 
Respect being my garment ornamented by a garland of goodwill
Commute me in the fantasies of imagination 
To a destiny where there is no condemnation 
Which to this world is a still birth.
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Poems by Filipa Texeira (POR)

Uma transformação Olímpica

Estava tão vazia como as luzes daquela arena.
Aquela que me tinha ardido tão fortemente no escudo do meu peito ao 

viver o meu sonho. 
Como a que brilhava na tocha refletida nos meus olhos.

Tinha mudado de estrada mas continuava no mesmo caminho.
A liberdade conquistada, confundida na conquista da maior medalha. 
O mundo deixou de ser o palco universal numa viagem sem alegria.

Eu via seres humanos, mas não via pessoas reais.
Estava habituada a lutar, mas não vestia a mesma armadura.
Ser forte não chegava e a vida tinha outra espécie de magia para mim.

Um sofrimento como nunca, e eu que era atleta tinha o corpo derrotado.
A cabeça sabia a teoria, mas a prática era outra.
Começava a minha jornada

Que batalha, que oportunidade de crescer. Hoje os meus olhos  
conseguem ver.

Mas como a cicatriz marcada no meu corpo, eu senti os meus direitos.  
Era humana.

Construi pontes, abri portas e quebrei todas as janelas.

Fui procurar a magia de Olympia, a força dos deuses e o legado dos 
campeões 

Valores, atitude e uma procura absorvente de transcender barreiras
Tornaram-se um reflexo de mim.

Mal sabia eu que aquele ciclo, ia ser a Olimpíada mais importante  
da minha vida

Eu ia descobrir o meu papel neste mundo. 
E não há medalha maior que essa. O meu direito á liberdade. 
A chama brilha de novo no meu coração. 
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My Transforming Olympic Cycle

I was as empty as the lights in that arena.
The one that had burned me so strongly in the shield of my chest while  

living my dream.
Like the one shining in the torch reflected in my eyes.

I had changed the roads but was still on the same path.
The conquered freedom, confused in the conquest of the biggest podium.
The world is no longer the universal stage in a joyless journey.

I saw human beings, but I didn’t see real people.
I was used to fighting, but I didn’t wear the same armour.
Being strong was not enough and life had another kind of magic for me.

A suffering like never before, and I who was an athlete had a defeated body.
The head knew the theory, but the practice was different.
My journey began

What a battle, what an opportunity to grow. Today my eyes can see.
But like the scar marked on my body, I felt my rights. I was human.
I built bridges, opened doors and smashed all the windows.

I went to look for Olympia’s magic, the strength of the gods and the legacy of 
the champions

Values, attitude and an absorbing quest to transcend barriers
They became a reflection of me.

Little did I know that that cycle was going to be  
the most important Olympics of my life

I was going to discover my role in this world.
And there is no bigger medal than that. My right to freedom. 
The flame is shining again in my heart. 
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Final Project Poem

In Mexico – Poetry Workshop Team Poem

A simple image of raised black fist,
Framed by Olympic rings and flags
Standing tall with a pose of uniqueness 
On the pedestal Excellency 
Fist gloved left and right ready to fight
The injustices of a crooked racial society 
He ads bowed with the weight of our  

convictions
That even our lives matter too!!
Defying the obscenities of racial mediocrity
Daring Zeus in Tepoztlan 
Far far away from the Olympiad 
Draining all cold war hangover and hysteria 
With a majesty of blackness reigning supreme 
Without shame or reproach.

Long live the conquering black spirit 
Long live the Olympic Spirit

Final Presentation Video Slides 

Thanks to these beautiful participants and coordinators who opened their souls 
to each other. It was a sincere pleasure to work with them and share our ideas 
and dreams.
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REPORT 
ON THE VIRTUAL WORKOUTS 

by Anna MARTIROSYAN (ARM) and Richard KOO (CAN)

The year 2020 brought a lot of challenges for our world, and IOA was no 
exception. From September 4-10, we held the first ever Young Participants’ 
online Session, making this 60th Session a landmark event in IOA history. As 
we would normally do in Olympia, this year we had extracurricular activities. 
The virtual delivery of this activity made it even more interesting. 

The main coordinators of the virtual workout session were Richard Koo 
and Anna Martirosyan. There were a total of 12 workout sessions led by both 
coordinators and participants of the 60th YPS. In order to account for the var-
ious time zones of the participants, workouts were heldzparticipants numbered 
about seven people. We had different kinds of activities, such as home circuit 
workouts, fencing, karate, taekwondo, core training, yoga, Zumba and high 
intensity intervals training. We also had a special guest-coach, Mr Ulrich Rosen 
(YPS 1995), who gave a master class for our young participants on DaoYin 
Chinese Yoga.

As we all know, “Movement is life, and life is movement.” We think our 
session was a success and participants have enjoyed every second of these 
virtual workouts, unique yet à propos for the times in which we currently live.
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As in any event organisation, communication is key. Communication with the 
participants before and during the IOA Young Participants’ Session took place 
in three main channels simultaneously:

1.  IOA Platform – A closed platform created specifically by the IOA for at-
tending the Session’s academic and extracurricular programmes. This 
channel used built-in Live Meeting ZOOM. 

2.  IOA Facebook group – A private group that was managed by the Super-
vising Coordinator for daily updates regarding the Session’s programme. 
This channel began its activities two months before the Session started 
in order to motivate the participants into action. To this end, the co-
ordinators conducted a comprehensive promotion for all extracurricular 
activities.

3.  IOA WhatsApp group – Another channel for conveying instant and urgent 
messages during the Session, as well as for keeping in touch after the 
Session.

Prior to the Session, all participants received instruction on using the chan-
nels above in order to ensure effective communication throughout. This  
approach has proven to be excellent for the Session's needs, and highly re-
commended for future IOA occasions.

REPORT 
ON COMMUNICATIONS & SOCIAL MEDIA 

by Yarden HAR LEV (ISR)
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REPORT 
ON THE CULTURAL MEETINGS 

by Megan RITCH (USA)

Every year, the social evenings are a highlight of the Session. In 2020, the so-
cial evening became Cultural Events. The Cultural Events are a vital part of the 
Session programme that leads to cross-cultural learning. The 60th International 
Session for Young Participants was no exception. With a new, virtual based for-
mat, the ability to share cultural information was enhanced through technology. 
Participants were able to share cultural traditions as well as national landmarks, 
adding a level to the event. The Coordinator of the Session’s cultural events 
moderated each event through trivia about each presenting country. 

During the 60th Young Participants’ Session, two cultural events were host-
ed virtually via the Zoom platform. Each of the two cultural events had over 
40 attendees. Each participant was given three to five minutes to present a 
PowerPoint presentation or short video about their country. 

During the first cultural event, there were presentations from Armenia, Mal-
ta, Barbados, China, Germany, France, Pakistan, Hong Kong, Guatemala, and 
Israel. Participants shared traditional dances, videos or incredible landscapes 
and fun trivia about their country. 

The second cultural event included presentations from Japan, Senegal, Ken-
ya, Paraguay, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Greece, Chinese Taipei, Cyprus, Norway, 
Zimbabwe, the United States, Costa Rica and Ukraine. During these presenta-
tions, participants shared traditional songs and food as well as dances and 
typical pastimes of the country.  

Even with the untraditional format of the Cultural Events in the 60th Young 
Participants’ Session, participants broadened their knowledge and understand-
ing of the presenting countries in terms of geography, history, sport and culture. 
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REPORT 
ON THE SOCIAL MEETING 

by Dimitrios REGALOS (GRE), Anfisa KASYANOVA (BLR), 
Marilena SOUKERA (GRE) and Anna MARTIROSYAN (ARM)

Undoubtedly, the pandemic influenced and changed our lives. A lot of aspects 
changed, but the Olympic spirit and the power of friendship did not lose their 
power. This year, the 60th Young Participants’ Session took place online for 
the first time in history. However, it was a great success.

Socialising is a very important part of human life and it is much more im-
portant during these challenging days. Social time was a chance for participants 
to feel the spirit of Olympia and feel more emotional and more connected to 
each other. We started with some personal questions, then we described the 
customs which we have in our country, we played games, we watched videos, 
we ate traditional food and drank traditional drinks. We became friends, we 
became an IOA family. We succeeded in breaking the distance between us and 
we made a promise to have a reunion in June in Ancient Olympia. In other 
words, we felt the sense of Olympism.

The social meetings took place twice a day, for five days and they lasted 
for one hour each. During this time we introduced various ice-breaking games 
and activities. Most notable was the two truths, one lie game which made the 
participants feel more comfortable. After the ice breaking games, we did activ-
ities such as dinners, online gift give aways, teamwork games and activities. At 
the end of the meeting for about 20 minutes we introduced the participants to 
a topic where we structured a conversation leading to fruitful results.

As a conclusion, the social meeting as an activity was a necessity and it was 
helpful for both the participants and the Session.
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“One little fire decided to go all over the world representing peace and Olymp-
ism. It was lit in Ancient Olympia, in Greece. That Flame doesn’t care about 
our shape, size or skin colours. It doesn’t care which sport we are doing. For 
that flame we are all the same: equal and powerful.
And then gods decided; Hey Dean...pass the torch....”1

The flame brought hope all over the world, travelling around 39 countries 
with 58 people passing real and creative torches in the YPS2020. The idea was 
born a few months before the Session, when some coordinators thought about 
the importance of keeping this tradition alive even virtually (and more than 
ever). In this Session we could enjoy the first virtual torch relay. To do so, the 
coordinators asked the participants to make a five-second-video passing the 
torch in a creative way. If the participants didn’t have a real torch, they could 
create a new one with elements that represented Olympism for them. The most 
creative, fun, and emotive objects were used by the participants, coordinators 
and IOA staff.

As usual, the “flame” was lit in Ancient Olympia, and came back to the 
same place, with the torch started by the IOA staff and continuing in alpha-
betical order.

This was the first virtual torch relay of the Young Participants’ Session ever.
All the participants, coordinators and IOA staff, travelled with this little flame 

through Argentina, Aruba, Armenia, Barbados, Canada, Cape Verde, Chinese 
Taipei, Croatia, Costa Rica, Cyprus, France, Germany, Greece, Guatemala, 
Hong Kong China, Hungary, Israel, Italy, Japan, Kenya, Lebanon, Malaysia, 
Mali, Malta, Norway, Pakistan, Papua New Guinea, Paraguay, Portugal, Re-
public of Korea, Romania, Senegal, Serbia, Turkey, Ukraine, Uruguay, USA, 
Yemen, and Zimbabwe.

1  From the introduction of the virtual torch relay video.   

REPORT 
ON THE TORCH RELAY 

by Lucía Fiorella GIAMBERARDINO (ARG)
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The Interactive Olympic Quiz is an attractive way to introduce Young Partic-
ipants to the Olympic Movement and its values. Its international version was 
initiated by Yarden Har Lev (ISR) and has become a tradition at the IOA since 
2017. 

In the 60th International Session for Young Participants, for the first time 
the Olympic Quiz was held online and included 25 multiple-choice questions 
with four options. The content of the questions included, among other things, 
prominent events in the history of the Olympic Movement, remarkable Olym-
pic athletes, ancient Olympics, etc. The participants competed with each other 
as individuals and used their personal mobile devices in order to answer the 
questions while watching the quiz through the computer.

This special edition recorded the highest number of active participants in 
the Session with 48 participants and coordinators from all five continents. The 
Olympic Quiz winner was Stavros Stavrou (CYP), in second place finished 
Ravid Zafrani (ISR) and in third place finished Pablo Garc ía (ESP).

REPORT 
ON THE INTERACTIVE OLYMPIC QUIZ 

by Yarden HAR LEV (ISR)
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Question 1:  How can the IOC intervene in cases of gender-based discrimination 
while respecting its mission?

Sport is one of the principal driving forces behind the advancement of gender 
equality, so the IOC needs to take a stand. It must make a significant impact 
and do so during the Games, as well as within the organisations involved. 
According to the Olympic Charter, “The role of the IOC is to encourage and 
support the promotion of women in sport at all levels (...)”. 

Although the feminisation process has been s low since women were 
banned from the first modern Olympic Games in Athens, at the 2021 Tokyo 
Games there will be 48.8% female athletes. The inclusion of women’s events 
in sports seeking to enter the Olympic programme has been one of the biggest 
changes made by the IOC; also, several sports were only open to men, such 
as boxing (until 2012), ski jumping (2014) and canoeing (2021). However, 
some sports do not have men’s events at the Olympics (rhythmic gymnastics, 
synchronised swimming). How can we today justify a sport being gendered?

In spite of these advances, much discrimination continues in all fields be-
cause women’s sport is also about the referees, managers and journalists. Here 
are a few examples: only 26% of the presidents of International Federations are 
women; salary differences and poor media coverage exist because women’s 
sports are less valued; “career or family” choices are imposed by maternity,  
vis-à-vis their sponsors and federations; under-representation of women ath-
letes by certain nations continues, even though wearing of the headscarf has 
been approved during competitions; dress codes imposed on high-level sports-
women (tight-fitting clothing, skirts, etc.) sexualise sport and appear to be the 
price paid for media coverage while there is also gender testing, with discrim-
inatory practices that do not acknowledge the existence of different morpho-
types among women as they do among men. 

French-Speaking Working Group 1



60th INTERNATIONAL SESSION FOR YOUNG PARTICIPANTS

140

The IOC’s initiative to feature several mixed-gender events (athletics, judo, 
swimming, triathlon, etc.) at the 2021 Olympic Games is a positive step in the 
discussion of gender parity. Using an important platform like the Olympics to 
highlight gender equality in physical events promotes and encourages the ad-
vancement of women in sport. This can be achieved by imposing parity on the 
broadcasting of events. The IOC should require a commitment from national 
broadcasters as well as sponsors to ensure equitable media coverage. In the 
same vein, the IOC could also require NOCs to take the lead on this issue by 
establishing resources to ensure respect for ethics in sport with regard to parity 
and the implementation of measures for the promotion of gender equality. 

Question 2:  What influence can athletes have on changing domestic policies?

History has shown us that sport, politics, the media and education are inter-
connected sectors. Sport takes a prominent place in host countries, allowing 
athletes to function as an interface between politics and population. A great 
moment when sport and politics went hand in hand occurred at the 1995 
World Cup, with the South African rugby team defeating New Zealand and 
achieving Nelson Mandela’s goal to unite black and white South Africans and 
mitigate the legacy of apartheid.

The struggle can be tough, as seen in the case of U.S. women footballers, 
who fill stadiums like the men, yet whose salaries and bonuses are far lower. 
They did not hesitate to retaliate by taking their federation to court. They were 
unsuccessful but continue to fight and will have at least gained media visibility, 
which will have an impact on other international federations. The Games, 
which bring together the highest level of amateur participation, only take place 
every four years. So, let’s imagine that potential medallists decide on boycott-
ing the Games to protest against their federation. Will a federation take the 
risk of sending a B team when the impact could be enormous in financial and 
media terms, or will it lend support to its athletes’ action?

The status of sport varies from country to country, however a representa-
tive committee of athletes in each country could demand societal and internal 
policy changes through the submission of petitions. Even when the platform 
of the Games is closed, some athletes do not hesitate to use an opportunity to 
express their feelings. The media and social networks allow wider possibilities 
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for athletes to send the right message based on the values of sport. For exam-
ple, traditional wrestlers in Senegal who, after returning from the Francophone 
Games, were able to combat spectator violence via media platforms. The best-
known athletes become influencers, as evidenced by the expansion of sponsor-
ship contracts. But influence also starts with an athlete’s decision to engage with 
an ethical sponsor. Actions being taken on social networks are on the increase 
and allow those who do not necessarily have such visibility to have their say on 
such issues as fundraising, volunteering, the raising of awareness, etc.

Finally, the influence of athletes also includes a commitment to education 
by families concerning younger generations. During sporting events, training 
courses for young people, or meetings in associations, athletes’ words always 
have a particular resonance with youngsters. The influence of sportsmen and 
women is no longer in question. The IOC must now take this influence into 
account, and the revision of Article 50 of the Olympic Charter would appear to 
be essential in order to keep pace with how sport is evolving in today’s world.
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Question 1: Do athletes really have freedom of speech?

For many years, one of the most controversial topics in the Olympic Games 
has been freedom of speech. It is a well-known fact that in a democratic and 
human environment, people have the right to represent themselves and their 
ideas. There has been considerable debate about whether the Olympic plat-
form should allow people to express their ideas and beliefs. When examining 
history, we can see that the IOC has had a strong opinion on controlling and 
preserving this platform as protest and politics free. 

The first thing we discussed as a group in order to answer this question was 
what is freedom of speech? The definition changes between different countries 
and cultures but the meaning is that every human has the right to express his 
or her ideas and beliefs without fear of any danger. 

Examining and discussing this topic, we took into consideration that there 
are plenty of different opinions and ways of thinking. Each individual repre-
sents his or her ideas and beliefs. Those ideas and beliefs might be partly or 
widely accepted but also partly or widely rejected.

The International Olympic Committee (IOC) recognised the potential of 
the Olympic Games and the worldwide attention they attract through global 
media coverage. They knew that the Games might be used as a platform for 
political purposes. Therefore, guidelines and rules had to be applied in order 
to preserve the Olympic ideas and values. We found out that in many cases 
these rules support the athletes regarding their right to equality. For instance, 
in many cases only the voice of the winners is heard. Another example is that 
some sports get more exposure and media coverage. 

In conclusion, this topic is very complex and there is no right or wrong. 
Some members of our group believed that athletes should not use the Olympic 
Games as a platform to protest and address political issues, while some others 
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believe that there should be freedom of speech in everything, even political 
issues, all while taking into consideration that they are representing themselves, 
their country and many more people.
 
 
Question 2: What are the boundaries of this freedom of speech?

In our previous paper, we concluded that the topic was very complex and there 
is no right or wrong. Athletes should proceed with caution when expressing 
sensitive topics. Based on this idea, we need to clarify the boundaries between 
freedom and obligation.

Many of us think that athletes should not talk about controversial topics 
such as political or racial issues on the platform of the Olympic Games or gen-
erally at any other international events. The protests may not be acceptable to 
everyone, especially on the podium, where the whole world is looking. Those 
behaviours can create conflicts among countries, and that is totally the opposite 
of what Olympism represents. Its idea is to strengthen the unity and solidarity 
of the world through sport. On the other hand, some of us think that athletes 
may choose not to follow the guidelines at their own responsibility. In order to 
obtain unlimited freedom, they must take risks and maybe pay a heavy price.

We also discussed why the IOC makes guidelines and some restrictions on 
athletes’ behaviour during the Olympic Games. We understand that Olympism 
or sports should be independent of politics, but practically the Olympic Games 
cannot be separated from it. Leaders from various countries visit the host cities 
and have diplomatic meetings during the Olympic Games in order to solve 
various political issues and also to promote peace. The political and social 
situations have a huge impact on attending or hosting the Olympic Games. 
However, that is why the IOC needs to control the situation and protect its 
value by making guidelines.

We conclude that athletes should refrain from creating international conflicts 
or protesting to avoid political instability. The boundaries of freedom can be 
used as a defence mechanism for the athlete and can further help to resolve 
conflicts.
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Question 1:  How can the IOC ensure the protection and the freedom of ath-
letes on expressing their opinions and views on social media?

According to Rule 50, “No kind of demonstration or political, religious or racial 
propaganda is permitted in any Olympic sites, venues or other areas.” There 
is nothing in the Olympic Charter that specifically deals with the use of social 
media by athletes, coaches and staff members during the Olympics. Follow-
ing Rule 50 Guidelines Developed by the IOC Athletes Commission, “While 
respecting local laws, athletes have the opportunity to express their opinions, 
including: ... -On digital or traditional media, or on other platforms.” What is 
striking in this sentence is that this must be done “while respecting local laws”. 
However, we are well aware that some local laws do not respect human rights 
and do not allow athletes to express themselves freely.

In order to allow the effective use of this right to freedom of expression 
and to protect athletes and their entourage from misuse, the IOC must first 
and foremost establish Clear Lines that distinguish between what is permitted 
and what is not. It is important that these Clear Lines are set out in a docu-
ment accessible to all those involved in the Olympic world (young athletes, 
athletes, coaches, staff members, officials, NOCs, etc) that they apply at all 
times and that they refer to the UN – Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 
For the moment, there are only Guidelines that apply to a specific edition of 
the Olympic Games and nothing has been published yet for the Tokyo 2020 
Olympic Games.

Olympic athletes have many followers, young people included, so they have 
to realise that they need to act like role models. That is why they need limits 
about how and what they can post.

Education is more than likely the most effective way to enable the actors of 
the Olympic Games to express themselves freely while making them aware of 
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the importance of the framework and the circumstances in which they should 
express themselves. IOC could create campaigns, seminars or workshops to 
raise awareness of the importance of respecting human rights and use social 
media to promote it. For effective learning, both theoretical and practical as-
pects should be included, and all actors should be allowed to participate inter-
actively.

IOC could also offers some specific tools or channels in order (i) to ensure 
that the use of freedom of expression on social networks is effective for all ath-
letes (example: special platform available in every country where athletes can 
post messages) and (ii) to report any unjustified restrictions on the use of their 
freedom of expression (example: survey sent to all athletes or specific hotline 
managed by the IOC).

Question 2:  How can we make the Host City Contract more effective in  
protecting human rights during the Olympic Games?

According to the Olympic Charter, the overall aspiration of the Olympic Move-
ment is to contribute to the “building [of] a peaceful and better world by ed-
ucating youth through sport practiced without discrimination of any kind and 
in the Olympic spirit, which requires mutual understanding with a spirit of 
friendship, solidarity and fair play”.

The International Olympic Committee in the Host City Contract Opera-
tional Requirements Manual of 2015 views the hosting of the Olympic Games 
as an opportunity by a city to proffer its image on the world stage. The use of 
the Games as a “transformative legacy for the hosts citizens for generations to 
come” is at the centre of the selection criteria used by the IOC in the selection 
of a host city for the games. The IOC also cites that the Host City Contract is 
“designed to ensure that all parties understand and agree to a specific set of re-
sponsibilities that guarantee successful Olympic and Paralympic Games, create 
a beneficial legacy for the host city and the Olympic Movement”. 

Despite the sound qualities of the Host City Contract which has led to the 
Olympic Games being the epitome of sporting excellency with huge commer-
cial value and providing quality conditions for athletes and all participants, the 
document has not directly confronted the scourge of human rights violations 
in host countries. The Host City Contract has for many years refrained from 
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addressing the topic of human rights and its effects on the participants, viewers 
and supporters of the Olympic Games in that it “allows potential host cities to 
responsibly match their Games concepts to their own sport, economic, social, 
and environmental long-term planning needs”. This in essence leaves substan-
tial matters, such as those of human rights, at the mercy of hosting cities and 
governments. 

In this regard, the strengthening of the Host City Contract in the area of 
human rights would be meaningful in the deterrence of human rights violations 
prior, during and beyond the Olympic Games. 

Desirous of strengthening the HCC, the following suggestions are being 
submitted with a view to providing protection against human rights violations 
during the Olympic Games:

•  The HCC document should prioritise human rights issues by dedicating a 
section which pronounces expectations to the host with regard to human 
rights as enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Rights.

•  IOC and Host City responsibility should be defined within the contract 
and should cover the implied meaning of the pillars of the Olympics, 
namely sport, culture and the environment. 

•  There should be a requirement to ascertain the status of national human 
rights in a country prior to granting hosting rights to a city

•  The HCC document should contain commitments by the central gov-
ernment on the maintenance of sound human rights prior, during and 
post-Olympic Games.

•  Central government should be a signatory of the HCC to ensure com-
mitment to and compliance with the human rights sections and clauses 
contained in the document. 

•  There is a need for the IOC to strike a balance between the commercial 
aspects of the games and its mandate to serve the local communities by 
safeguarding their human rights.
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Question 1:  What role can a completely independent NGO play in creating a 
suitable platform which can reduce the gap between human rights 
and Olympic rules by giving the athletes a position where they can 
express themselves without putting at risk their career or political 
interpretation?

In the modern world, every person has a right to speak freely, right to move 
freely and right to live freely but that should be done in an organised manner, 
which will create a movement in support or against a cause. Everyone is aware 
of the existing national and global human rights issues. Everything can be 
changed as long as it is done in a systematic and organised way. 

Without a doubt, this is a really complex topic and even more in regards 
to the Olympics. As we all know, the Olympics is the biggest event on this 
planet, representing equality, peace and diversity without any discrimination 
on grounds of culture, religion, race and language. A single gesture of support 
or protest at a sports event like the Olympics can be interpreted in many ways, 
affecting Olympic values and the athlete‘s career by giving it a political aspect 
in front of the whole world. This should not be allowed because the most out-
standing value of sports competition and the Olympic spirit is promoting peace, 
tolerance, diversity and ensuring human rights. Anything against these values 
can make this a disputed event and cause inequality. 

Every athlete comes from a different country with love for their culture, 
religion and race. They feel a moral obligation to speak in support or against 
the human rights issues occurring nationally or globally. 

Considering the emotional values of athletes, we believe that they must 
be provided with a platform through which they can express their views and 
defend human rights without putting their career and Olympic values at risk. 

In this regard, the following steps can be taken into consideration:
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• Designing a platform, run by an independent NGO. Countries can 
choose their ambassadors, who will meet after certain intervals to discuss  
the problems and concerns related to racial disputes and human rights 
violation. 

• IOC can provide the athletes with a platform (in the same way as the 
Athletes’ Commission is working for athletes) in collaboration with an 
independent NGO, through which they can spread their message, only 
approved by the executive committee of that commission. This will also 
establish the thought that IOC is also concerned and is making an effort 
in respect of human rights issues around the world. 

• NGOs should choose the athletes to be a “face” for their cause because 
of athletes’ popularity around the world.

• Athletes should choose social/print media to express their views on a 
cause.

NGOs are able to communicate those sensitive subjects without personal con-
cern. On behalf of the athletes, they could lead to path-breaking approaches, 
ideas and innovations in close cooperation with the IOC. NGOs and athletes 
should work closely with the UN, because neither the NGO nor athletes can 
force a government to act upon something without the support of the UN. 

Question 2:  How can we manage to enable athletes/officials/etc. to trust their 
NOCs and to break the omertà to encourage them to speak out 
and to share their experiences?

Violence is one of the most debated problems nowadays. It is more visible 
and easier to talk about than other matters. One of the most silenced crimes is 
cases of sexual harassment. Sexual harassment is a violation of human rights, 
which is experienced in many countries of the world and has negative conse-
quences regarding physical and mental health as well as participation in social 
life. Sexual harassment is also an issue in the world of sport, and often remains 
unheard. There is scarcely any scientific evidence on sexual harassment cases 
in the field of sports based on the sport system. As an athlete or official you are 
in a relationship of dependency with your sport-related environment. The fact 
that sexual harassment can be perpetrated by coaches, other athletes or other 
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parties involved in their system as well as the special power dynamics between 
athletes and coaches should be mentioned at this point. To safeguard people 
in sports and to enable them to trust their responsible organisations, like the 
NOCs, we recommend the following actions:

• Development of policies and procedures for prevention, including codes 
of ethics and conduct for coaches and officials as well as monitoring of 
those measures

• Training and continuing education for actors in the sport system

• Development of a protection concept, including privacy compliance and 
legal protection

• Promotion of research and case tracking by the responsible organisations

• Establishment of a conversation culture, which allows an open discussion

In addition, it could be an opportunity to build an international organisation 
or institution against sexual harassment and violence in sports, like the WADA 
in case of doping. That would relieve the IOC and/or NOCs and could offer a 
way to circumvent the omertà with the help of an independent and external 
institution which takes care of the affected person with a team of skilled staff 
and may be able to protect that person from weaknesses in their own system. 
At the same time the organisation could provide research and monitoring as 
well as education around the topic. Due to this externalisation it could be pos-
sible to break the wall of silence.  
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Question 1:  How can athletes raise their voice without repercussions under 
Rule 50? 

Over the last few months, there have been protests around the world cov-
ering a variety of topics from racial inequity to national security legislation 
to free speech. These protests have sparked the discussion around Olympic 
Charter Rule 50, which is designed to protect the neutrality of sport and 
the Olympic Games. The current discussions around Rule 50 sparked the 
question – how can athletes raise their voice without repercussions? We took 
a deep dive into different scenarios to answer this question. The following 
are the scenarios we explored in which athletes can raise their voice without 
repercussions. Athletes can:

• Record and post videos to social media before the Olympics and Paralym-
pics

• Share their story and opinion on different TV programmes and media 
outlets, before and after competition

• Create a united slogan and share the slogan as a universal hashtag on all 
social media outlets (Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, YouTube)

• Share a song and ask social media to reflect on it

• Organise or participate in ethnic presentations to show support for all 
cultures and human rights

• Write books, magazines articles and newsletters full of thoughts, letters 
and opinions to share with the world

• Form clubs and organisations around causes they support

• Lead online forums and conferences to discuss different topics

• Host charity events and fan forums to explain and support certain topics

• Run clinics and programmes for youth of all backgrounds in their  
countries 
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There are many arguments around whether the IOC should change Rule 50. 
It is important to remember that athletes are change-makers. Yes, athletes train 
for the Olympic and Paralympic Games to perform at the highest level and to 
stand on the podium, but many athletes want to stand for something bigger. 
Athletes can stand for something bigger off the podium and Rule 50 already 
allows them to do so. For example, Megan Rapinoe, who in her World Cup 
Championship parade speech urged everyone “to be better”. A simple message 
that was heard around the world and it did nοt cause a stir or uproar like other 
demonstrations have. In the words of the founder of the International Olympic 
Committee Pierre de Coubertin, “It is up to the athlete to know, to govern and 
to conquer himself.”

Question 2: What can we do to prevent sexual harassment in sport?

Sexual harassment is commonly defined as unwanted physical interactions 
that occur when there is no consent between the individuals involved, however 
included in this definition should be verbal and psychological abuse. The four 
main ways in which we feel sexual harassment in sport can be prevented are 
education, marketing campaigns, accountability and reporting.

Education is a key aspect of preventing sexual harassment and is an integral 
part of protection for all athletes. This education would be done specifically by 
engaging the expertise of sports psychologists who can speak on the topics of 
sexual harassment, prevention, what to do when it occurs and the next steps. 
The sports psychologist can also provide the best way to cope if you or anoth-
er athlete you know has been affected by sexual harassment and how to take 
care of yourself after this traumatic incident has occurred. These professionals 
would be able to speak to the best preventative measures, warning signs and 
dos and don’ts. An example of this would be to reach out to your parents or 
someone that you trust about the matter, and an example of a don’t would be 
don’t speak to anyone without adult supervision if you are under the age of 
18 years old.

Marketing campaigns are also another tool which can be used against sexual 
harassment. By using various types of marketing materials such as brochures, 
infographics and commercials, it can further increase the awareness and pre-
vention of sexual harassment in sports. The materials used can also be spe-
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cific to either athletes, coaches or team administrators with content related to 
warning signs, dos and don’ts, and what to do when you are under the age of 
18. This information should be presented in the most innovative and engaging 
ways as possible while still being clear on the message of how to prevent and 
stop sexual harassment, as well as what to do if you have experienced any 
form of sexual harassment.

This topic would be incomplete without mentioning accountability and re-
porting which are complementary to each other. They both refer to the an-
swerability between the person(s) involved if, for instance, there was a chance 
that sexual harassment has occurred. One way to demonstrate accountability 
is ensuring that all communication consists of at least three parties, with the 
third party being a camera which would be objective in recording all that was 
said between everyone present. This would be important for coaches when 
talking to the athletes they are responsible for, with the only exception being for 
athletes under the age of 18 where the presence of a parent or guardian would 
be required. Consequently, if there is any suspicion of sexual harassment, ath-
letes should be aware of and have easy access to a method of reporting these 
situations while still having anonymity. This would also encourage athletes who 
have been sexually abused or know of any indecency which which occurred to 
be protected from bullying and lessen omertà.

In conclusion, although the topic of sexual harassment in sport can be 
quite a charged and emotional topic, we recommend that education, market-
ing campaigns, accountability and reporting should be tools used to protect 
our athletes, coaches and sport administrators and to work to prevent sexual 
harassment in sports.
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Question 1:  How can the IOC develop policies and recommendations to guide 
IFs and NOCs to ensure inclusion of human rights? 

National Olympic Committees (NOCs) and International Federations (IFs), 
through the National Federations (NFs), serve as a link between the Inter-
national Olympic Committee (IOC) and the nation’s broad sporting culture. 
Hence, we will examine both Olympic actors. 

Implementation of educational programmes: The IOC should encourage 
NOCs to apply for more programmes through Olympic Solidarity, which aims 
to promote Olympic ideals such as Gender Equality and Diversity, Sport for 
Social Development, Olympic Education, Sustainability in Sport, etc. In 2019, 
231 NOC activities were approved. 

Reinforcement of communication channels between NOCs and National 
Governments: Governments are the key educational, financial, and media 
entities. It is important for the NOCs to establish working relationships with 
governments in creating educational programmes for youths in sports con-
cerning human rights, through a NOC Human Rights Commission. Experts 
in economics, politics, psychology, and sports must lead this commission, by 
developing a policy or MoU that outlines the key responsibilities of the NOCs 
and the governments in implementing such educational initiatives. 

NOCs human rights secretary: Although the IOC demonstrates great effort 
in promoting human rights, issues of safeguarding (sexual violation etc.), equal-
ity and inclusion (gender, race etc.) should be emphasised. The IOC should 
educate and oversee NOCs for this plan to materialise. Each NOC has to create 
its own Human Rights Secretary Office (HRSO) to observe their Federations 
and report to the IOC. The aim is to create periodic monitoring in all countries 
and make the necessary changes as the political situation is always changing.

Pilot programmes as examples of good practices to promote diversity and 
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social awareness: The IOC should create listings and a material bank of pilot 
programmes that are already implemented and promote diversity and aware-
ness of human rights in local communities. These programmes could show 
NOCs and IFs various ways of implementing these kinds of actions. It is impor-
tant to note that implementation of such initiatives is bound to the local culture. 
Hence, policies and recommendations should be seen as concrete actions that 
encourage NOCs and IFs to act independently, and to find their own way of 
applying such policies to their culture. However, monitoring and evaluation of 
policy at national level is crucial.

Question 2:  How can governments, NOCs and local societies use sport to  
create public awareness of diversity and inclusion?

Diversity and inclusion are essential components of the Olympic Movement. 
According to the Olympic Charter, everyone can enjoy all rights and freedoms, 
regardless of race, colour, sex, sexual orientation, language, religion, ideology, 
and national or social origin. 

Education and sports are tools for local stakeholders to create public aware-
ness of diversity and inclusion. Local stakeholders are mainly national gov-
ernments, NOCs, schools, NGOs, volunteers, youth organisations, and sports 
clubs. The promotion of diversity could be implemented through educational 
programmes, and other means. Role models and their stories can be powerful 
tools for stakeholders to promote inclusion. Initiatives implemented by stake-
holders in our countries can serve as examples to other countries in raising 
awareness of diversity and inclusion. For example:

The Jordan Olympic Committee has adopted and modified IOC’s Olympic 
Values Education meProgramme, to include stories from Jordanian Olympic 
athletes – the target being training 600 Physical Education teachers over a 
period of five years on topics like Olympic history, values and symbols. These 
teachers will educate youth around the kingdom. 

The Cyprus Olympic Committee created an Olympic Education Programme 
for schools and teachers, based on a holistic approach. It includes proposed 
activities for all subjects of the school curriculum. Athletes are used as role 
models, while emphasis is given to culture and the arts. 

In Slovenia, some NFs encourage women to coach and sponsor their edu-
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cational programmes. In terms of awareness on disabilities, Paralympic school 
days for children are organised. Children are introduced to Paralympic sports 
through Paralympic athletes who are featured as heroes in media games. 

In Japan, Yasuhiro Yamashita, a gold Olympic medallist in 1984, created 
an NPO called “Judo Educational Solidarity” to promote judo worldwide. He 
also uses judo to promote Olympic values, with education being the core of 
this project. 

The NOC of Kazakhstan, the Ministry of Sports and Culture, the OCA and 
UNESCO have implemented different projects such as “Girls Power – Women 
Athletes Career Transition Programme”, special initiatives on Olympic Day 
and a “Fun Run Programme” for kids. These programmes aim to use sports 
and Olympism to promote a more inclusive society, by engaging women and 
the young generation. 

In Aruba the government and the NOC are keen on implementing gender 
equality with equal access to resources. While male athletes receive sponsor-
ships from private companies, the government and the NOC fund female ath-
letes more than male athletes to compensate for the difference in their income. 

As a conclusion, most stakeholders invest in educational programmes that 
contribute towards a culture of diversity and inclusion. Funding these pro-
grammes will promote Olympic values and encourage inclusion and diversity.



Closing





159

I am greatly honoured to be addressing this closing ceremony on behalf of the 
participants of the 60th IOA Session for Young Participants. It was certainly a 
different session, the first one to take place online and across all the different 
time zones. But well… We live in uncertain times. In times of insecurity and big 
changes. And you know what? The Olympic Movement is a ray of light in this 
constantly changing world. The Olympic values of excellence, friendship and 
respect show us the way to move on. To live, to believe, to hope…

In the past week we had the chance to co-exist, to share, to dream. We had 
the chance to learn, to exchange knowledge, to experiment. We learned more 
about the Olympic Movement, we had interesting discussions on a variety of 
topics, we shared good practices… We had the chance to test our knowledge 
about the Olympic Movement in the quiz, to explore our talents and embrace 
the beauty of culture in the arts workshops, to learn more about each other’s 
countries during the cultural meetings. We even had the chance to exercise 
through the first virtual workouts in the history of the Session. 

None of this would have happened if it was not for some people who 
worked hard to make this Session a reality. On behalf of all the participants, I 
would like to truly thank the International Olympic Academy for all the input 
they have put into this Session. Dear president Kouvelos, let me express my ap-
preciation to you and to all the members of the board for everything you have 
done for us. Special thanks to Professor Dr Kostas Georgiadis for leading the 
lectures in such a constructive way, as well as for his great support and guid-
ance. A big thank you to all the members of the Academy staff, and of course, 
the technical team, for making this happen. Stella Tachtara, your hard work 
and your passion as the person in charge of the Session for Young Participants 
is deeply appreciated. Ευχαριστούμε θερμά.

CLOSING ADDRESS 
on behalf of the Session’s English-Speaking Participants 
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I would also like to express our appreciation to all guest speakers who of-
fered us such interesting and thorough lectures during the week and for sharing 
their knowledge and experiences with us. Nothing would have been the same 
without the effort and the input put into this by the amazing coordinators, the 
people who have worked hard and passionately to make this experience a 
special one for us. 

During the week I have been thinking that this Session is like a miniature 
of our world. Or rather, a miniature of a world that we dream of, a better and 
a fairer world. A world in which no person will be discriminated against be-
cause of their gender, their skin colour, their race, their religion, their sexual 
orientation, their social status or their disabilities. I hope that one day there will 
be no need to have sessions to discuss inequality and injustice. I truly believe 
that the Olympic Movement has an important role to play in moving towards 
this direction. The Olympic values should guide us as we strive to make this 
better world a reality. They should be our guiding light, a flame that will stay 
lit forever. We should never forget to try to become better and better and ex-
plore our boundaries. We should never forget to show respect for being on this 
planet, for the environment, for ourselves. We should never forget the beauty 
of friendship between people, between cultures, between countries. And yes! 
We are stronger together. 

Dear friends, 
There is no better means to help us make our societies a better place than 

Olympism itself. During this week we truly embraced each one of its values, 
proving that sharing makes it easier to dream and to hope. Today we say good-
bye, carrying deep in our hearts the moments that this session has offered us. 
Let’s hope that this is not the end. Let’s hope that this is just the beginning of 
a long journey and that we will all meet in Olympia next year. Because there’s 
nothing better than being together. 

Stay safe. Stay strong. Stay united. 
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Kalimera! Hello! Bonjour! President Kouvelos, Professor Georgiadis, Doctor 
Gangas, Lecturers, IOA staff members – especially Stella – dear coordinators, 
and dear participants! 

The 60th Session for Young Participants of the International Olympic Acad-
emy ends today by making history. The main topic, “Olympism and Human-
ism”, was entirely appropriate for this session. Olympism is a great network 
for communication, for sharing, for education and humanism to progress all 
together. By deciding to organise this Session in spite of the pandemic, through 
a new means of communication – the online platform – the IOA has allowed 
the Olympic spirit to continue to be disseminated throughout the world. There 
were 63 participants in this session and each of us in our own way travelled to 
the five continents via our computer screens.

This Session was something of a leap in the dark for all of us and you made 
it an unforgettable experience. Despite the distances between us, there were 
no borders, and we were all together. It was an intense programme and for me 
“sharing” was the key word of this Session. The social gatherings gave rise to 
confidences and the testimonies by Olympians and Paralympians were most 
inspiring.

How can we talk about Olympism without mentioning sport and the in-
credible meetings held twice daily? Combining motivation with good humour, 
whether at noon or at midnight, the Team Workout was there for fitness, aero-
bics, DaoYin, Taekwondo, fencing and even Zumba Merengue! 

Music, poetry, dance and the fine arts were also on the agenda. Despite the 
distances involved, the arts were able to come together, creating a shared work 
filled with positivity and optimism. We were even able to visit the Museum of 
the History of the Olympic Games of Antiquity as if we were actually there. The 

CLOSING ADDRESS
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Olympic Quiz was also a highlight of the Session, as the platform was trans-
formed into an authentic TV studio with Jordan as presenter!

Finally, our debates were fuelled by the eminent lecturers who shared their 
knowledge and different points of view. These exchanges allowed us to con-
front our imaginations and to evolve through our reflections. The working 
atmosphere did not, however, prevent us from sharing great moments of con-
viviality during meetings.

Today, we are assured in the knowledge that, wherever we go in the world, 
we will find caring people who share the values of respect, friendship and 
excellence.

Finally, the French-speaking group’s coordinator, Xavier, has conveyed his 
joy at being with us, and as an informal demonstration of our affection I would 
like us all to make the finger heart gesture, showing the Academy the important 
place it now occupies in the heart of each of us.
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It is my honour to be amongst you today, to give a short speech on behalf of 
the coordinators for this historic occasion, as the 60th International Session for 
Young Participants comes to the end. 

This session has been unusual in every respect. Who could have imagined 
that after 60 years, our current reality would lead us to challenge the status 
quo with innovation, passion, humanity and forbearance? All this, in order to 
preserve the long-standing heritage of the International Olympic Academy that 
aims to spread Olympism worldwide, while taking inspiration from people who 
believe and act to realise the educational mission of the Olympic Movement 
even in days of uncertainty.

By creating the first ever online Session, the IOA has proven that the Olym-
pic spirit can capture the hearts and minds of young people from all five con-
tinents, while taking full advantage of today’s technologies to deliver the pro-
gramme from a distance.

Doing something for the first time - is exciting, challenging and occasionally 
accompanied by concerns. But realising a vision requires courage, determina-
tion, faith and most of all – people. Your partners for the journey. 

The initiative, which was developed by the IOAPA steering committee and 
began preparations in May, gradually expanded to a top team where each 
completed the other to create one inclusive and diverse mosaic. We all re-
ceived the privilege of being here because we do what we love, we love what 
we do, and we will do what we love for as long as we love it.

Dear President of the International Olympic Academy Mr Kouvelos, Honor-
ary Dean Prof. Georgiadis, Prof. Gangas and the Ephoria of the IOA, on behalf 
of the 16 coordinators, I would like to thank you for the opportunity to contrib-
ute to this landmark Session. You have fully trusted us from the beginning to 
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be your partners in organising and developing the extracurricular activities for 
the Session as well as leading the workgroups. 

Dear IOA staff – Stella, Konstantinos and Christos, thank you for your dedi-
cation during this entire intensive week that made us feel like we were together 
in Olympia.

Dear Stella, you deserve special thanks for being an integral part of us. You 
were a partner in every idea or decision and supported us all the way. Your 
days and nights looked the same and it is evident that all your work has been 
done with love.

Dear Lecturers, thank you for sharing your knowledge, wisdom and in-
sights. Your impact on the participants was evident in each workgroup. You 
inspired everyone to think differently and engage in cross-cultural discussions 
that fostered inclusion and ensured human rights.

Dear fellow Coordinators, your commitment to both the path and outcome 
is greatly appreciated. You gave your best, always kept morale high and always 
with a smile on your face. Despite being far from each other, we have never 
felt closer together. It could not have been the same without any one of you!

Last but not least, dear Participants: It was a priceless gift to meet you all. 
You challenged us, motivated us and showed us a world of solidarity, unity 
and so much more, that taught us new perspectives, new ideas and new paths 
in our lives. Through the workgroups, social meetings and arts workshops, you 
have displayed an example of mutual respect and have truly embraced the 
Olympic values. 

We would like to believe that in our common journey under the roof of the 
Olympic Movement we will all continue to support the fundamental values of 
Olympism so that they remain a beacon for those who desire to be inspired by 
this philosophy.  

Let me end with one of my favourite quotes by Walt Disney: “You can 
dream, create, design and build the most wonderful place in the world, but it 
requires people to make the dream a reality.” 

WE DID IT TOGETHER. Thank you, Merci, Efharisto!
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Dear Friends,
On behalf of the lecturers, I would like to express our gratitude to the 

Academy for the opportunity to discuss the important topic of human rights, 
diversity, and inclusion in sport and the Olympic Games. In recent years 
there has been a big change in the approach of the IOC to these issues, and 
we are entering a new era. For the first time, the IOC under President Bach 
has begun speaking the language of human rights and trying to develop pol-
icies for enforcing them, such as including them in the Host City Contract. 
However, sometimes it has been caught between the goals of inclusion of all 
athletes from all nations, and upholding the ideals in the Olympic Charter. 
Furthermore, the IOC’s ability to enforce its principles and policies is weak 
and it remains for it to develop strategies to ensure that words are translated 
into practice. And now the pandemic might well lead to a significant rethink-
ing of the potential impact of the Games. We are in a transitional period, and 
we don’t know how it will turn out. We, the older generation of the Olympic 
Movement, need the energy of you, the next generation. You must be brave 
enough to stand against racism and for social justice, because it is your own 
future that you are making. Hopefully it will be a fairer and more just world 
than the one that we are passing on to you.

These days have been unforgettable for us as the global pandemic has 
prevented us from gathering in the beautiful environment of the IOA, but we 
have still found inspiration in the dedication of the IOA and the participants 
to join together in virtual space. It gives us hope for the future that over one 
hundred people from around the world met every day with determination 
to overcome barriers and build connections with others who are in distant 
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countries. Even a pandemic cannot stop the Olympic spirit. Together we have 
successfully written a new page in the history of the IOA with the first-ever 
virtual Session. Let us carry this spirit forward and hopefully we will meet 
someday soon in Olympia.

Thank you to the IOA for giving us this opportunity.
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Dear friends,

The 60th International Session for Young Participants and the first online 
Session in the history of the IOA concludes its works today successfully.

If we consider each activity of the session separately we can positively claim 
that we had excellent lectures, reviews and analysis of the special subject by 
the lecturers.

In addition, the participants and the coordinators were participating vividly, 
posing meaningful questions for discussion and dialogue with the lecturers.

The works were enriched with excellent cultural meetings aiming at an in-
tercultural approach, imaginative virtual workout sessions, creative workshops 
for dance, art and sound, poetry and painting, excellent mental activities like 
the Olympic Quiz, the virtual visit to the Museum of the History of the Olympic 
Games of Antiquity in ancient Olympia and all the rest that took place during 
social time.

Dear friends,

Pierre de Coubertin’s Olympism is an educational, experiential philosophy 
and I am certain that he would be proud of all these joint activities that took 
place with the participation of all of you, in the context of the COVID-19 pan-
demic.

We are leaving you with mixed feelings. On one hand my colleagues and I 
would prefer to be at the grove in Olympia, next to the commemorative stele 
inside of which the heart of Pierre de Coubertin still beats, with you sitting one 
next to the other, with personal contact. On the other hand, the successful 
staging of all the above-mentioned events gives us great satisfaction since we 
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see that even during difficult times we can coexist and create the best possible 
conditions.

I would like to wholeheartedly thank Stella for her excellent effort as well as 
Konstantinos and Jordan for their great assistance.

Additionally, I would like to thank our lecturers, Prof. Bruce Kidd (CAN),  
Prof. Susan Brownell (USA), Mr David Wallechinsky (USA), Prof. José Luis 
Pérez Triviño (ESP), Prof. Yannis Theodorakis (GRE), Prof. Michael B. Duig-
nan (GBR), and Prof. David McGillivray (GBR).

My thanks to all the coordinators, Lucia, Jonathan, Panos, Megan, Richard, 
Laurel, Xavier, Marilena, Samantha, Marija, Demetrios, Anna, Georgia, Laura 
and Anfisa.

Also, I would like to thank our interpreters, the IOC President Dr Thomas 
Bach and IOC Olympic Solidarity, the IOA President Mr Isidoros Kouvelos, Dr 
Dionyssis Gangas and all the IOA staff for giving us the opportunities to be and 
work together. See you all next year in Olympia!
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