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1. Introduction 
 
Mega sport events such as the Olympic Games and the FIFA World Cup are defined 

as large-scale competitions, which appeal to a large number of athletes and spectators 

and have an important presence of international media and sponsors (Roche, 2000). 

Mega sporting events require a complex organisation (Delgado, 2007) and are 

characterized by having big impacts and leaving a long-term legacy to the host city 

(Furrer, 2002). My focus will be the Olympic Games as they are considered one of the 

most significant large-scale sport events while thanks to its popularity, scope and wide 

range of stakeholders involved rests a great responsibility. The Olympic are also a great 

opportunity to lead example in the implementation of sustainable practices and promote 

positive global changes (IOC, 2012). 

This research fits into the on-going debate that the Olympics are a short-term (it lasts 

sixteen days) event with long-term impact on host cities. The short-term view of 

maximizing the profit and achieving the stringent deadlines for the Olympics seems to 

be in conflict with the long-term vision of organizing sustainable Games. Some 

environmentalists consider that placing entertainment above the needs of the planet is at 

the root of the problem (Savery and Gilbert, 2011). This contradiction is what captured 

my attention and propelled me to choose my thesis topic. While discussing this apparent 

incompatibility, the concept of Olympic legacy and long-term gains becomes key for 

my thesis in order to counteract the temporary resources used for the preparations and 

delivery of the Games: energy use, consumption, waste, building new infrastructure and 

international travel (Savery and Gilbert, 2011). 

During the 1992 Summer Olympics in Barcelona the organizing committee COOB’92, 

the IOC and United Nations agreed the assembly of an Earth Commitment Wall in the 

Olympic Village, the signing of an Earth Pledge by every NOC. Two years later, the 

‘environment’ became the third pillar of Olympism, alongside with ‘sport’ and ‘culture’ 

(IOC, 2012). Since then, the IOC takes sustainability very seriously as demonstrated by 

the numerous initiatives; guidelines and monitoring that have evolved at the IOC since 

then. The Olympic Charter recognizes that the IOC’s role is: “to encourage and support 

a responsible concern for environmental issues, to promote sustainable development in 

sport and to require that the Olympic Games are held accordingly” (IOC, 2013b, p.17). 

Although recognising these efforts and improvements, this thesis will critically discuss 
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and debate the idea that as much as the IOC tries to motivate sustainability within the 

framework of the development of the Games, it is often a goal which is not achieved by 

host cities or simply unattainable. 

Specific examples of past Olympic Games and legacies such as Barcelona (1992), 

Lillehammer (1994), Sydney (2000) Athens (2004), Torino (2006), Beijing (2008) and 

London (2012) will be given to better understand different points made throughout the 

study.  

 

1.1 Aims and Objectives 
The overall aim of this research is to broaden the understanding of the concept of 

sustainability within the Olympic Games, while building a critical analysis of its 

implementation. The objectives of the research will be to:  

• Identify the IOC’s presence at the 1992 Earth Summit. 

• Ascertain how the IOC perceived environmental issues in the event management 

of Barcelona’92. 

• Enhance the concept of sustainability with mega sporting events focusing on the 

Olympics.  

• Discuss the problem/contradiction that arises when considering that the Games 

are a short-term event and the maximizing of its profits seems to cause conflict with the 

long-term vision of organizing sustainable Games. 

• Evaluate the historical evolution of sustainable development in the Olympic 

Games. 

• Analyse the mechanisms and procedures that the IOC has to ensure its 

implementation. 

• Understand the existence of different societal approaches towards sustainability. 

• Present specific examples of past Olympic experiences. 

• Give response to the question: Is it possible to achieve truly sustainable Olympic 

Games?  
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1.2 Thesis Overview 
This thesis is structured as it follows: 

Chapter 2 describes the methodologies chosen for my research study and data 

collection, mainly based on semi-structured interviews and written data such as official 

reports, press analysis and opinion articles.  

Additionally, Chapter 3 overlooks at the relevant literature, with key references to the 

literature that has framed the starting point and direction of this thesis. It briefly 

provides the basis for an understanding of the concept of sustainable development, its 

application to the Olympics and viability; while also exploring the concept of the 

Olympic legacy. In this chapter, I will also introduce the debate and contradictions 

regarding the Olympics that will be further discussed in the following chapter. 

Chapter 4 provides the data analysis and findings of note. This chapter presents an 

overview of the historical evolution of sustainable development in the Olympic Games, 

since the relevance of the year 1992: environmental measures at Barcelona’92 and the 

UN Earth Summit. It then presents a critical analysis about how rules and procedures of 

the IOC are not enough to ensure the adherence to or success of sustainable 

development. Special attention will be given to the importance of different broader 

societal approaches towards the environment and sustainability among different 

countries and nations.  

Chapter 5 presents a discussion based on this general question:  Is it possible to 

achieve real sustainable Olympic Games? Therefore, it provides a set of 

recommendations for hosting future and more sustainable Games.  

Finally, Chapter 6 draws the main conclusions of the study, and also suggests an 

interesting issue to be covered by future research.  
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2. Methodology 
 
During the course of my research, I have applied various strategies to analyse and find 

answers to my thesis aims. Before undertaking a literature review and examining 

background issues in the next chapter, in this section I am providing the description and 

appropriateness of my methodology in order to demonstrate the rigour of my research 

(Baxter and Eyles, 2004).  

The approach employed for my thesis has been qualitative, ranging from the use of 

primary sources (interviews) and written sources such as official Olympic documents, 

NGO reports, university research studies and the collection of press releases. The use of 

multiple methods applied during research is known as ‘triangulation’. Triangulation 

allows different methods to complement each other, and deepens the understanding of 

the study topic (Lapan et al., 2012 p. 99).  It also helps in increasing the credibility and 

trustworthiness of the findings (Lapan et al., 2012). Understanding the ‘integration of 

sustainability in the Olympic Games’ is a study topic that can present multiple 

perspectives, versions and interpretations. As Angen noted, the aim of the researcher is 

to understand the contextual realities that allow multiple explanations instead of 

obtaining one single relationship or statistical conclusions (Angen, 2000). Therefore, 

throughout the study, I have used an interpretativist approach that relies on the different 

contributions of my interviewees while always trying to assert, complement or 

contradict their points with other relevant sources.  

2.1 Interviews 
Primary data collection was done via interviews to key informants. Most interviews 

featured actors involved in issues of sustainability and legacy of the Olympic Games. 

As per the nature of my research, an in-depth semi-structured interview was the best 

possible method for obtaining information as it allows to obtain the personal attitude, 

perception, expectation and feeling of the interviewee (Cloke, et al., 2004), which also 

added value to the written data. The key participants had thorough knowledge of the 

pathway of sustainability in the Olympics. Their interviews helped in gathering first-

hand data about the subject, and not only provided an insight into what has already 

happened but also brought forward interesting recommendations for more sustainable 

Olympic Games in future. 
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First among the techniques employed in the interviews was purposive sampling, used 

for selecting the respondents. “The purposive sampling technique, also known as 

judgment sampling, is the deliberate choice of an informant due to the qualities the 

informant possesses” (Tongco, 2007, p. 147), a non-random technique that does not 

define a theory or a set number of respondents (Barbour, 2014). By using this type of 

sampling, I looked for the people who I believed that could provide the appropriate 

information due to their knowledge and expertise (Tongco, 2007). My final list of 

respondents includes representatives of the Spanish Olympic Committee and the 

organizing committee COOB’92, sustainability experts, an environmental NGO officer, 

a manager of sustainable events and a journalist. 

Interviewees were chosen on the basis of internet searches, and ‘snowballing 

technique’ was also adopted, this being where initial contacts recommend or recruit 

others to get additional valuable inputs (Barbour, 2014). All the interviews I conducted 

followed high professional standards. The methodology of interviewing is recognized 

for providing ‘voice to others as an integral part of the research process (Cloke et al., 

2004, p.151). Preparation included deciding upon topics and outlining guiding 

questions. The questions were related to topics that I identified by doing intense written 

data research and also vary upon the profile of the person to interview. An interview 

protocol was designed after identification of important themes related to the research 

topic (see appendix 2 for the Guideline of interview questions). Semi-structured 

interviews gave me the freedom for probing, open-ended questioning. Before each 

interview, I explained the purpose of my study to the respondent, their consent was 

taken and I promised to give them a copy of my thesis.  

As Bryman notes, when the scope of research is large and there are constraints on time 

and location, it is difficult to apply the concept of theoretical saturation (Bryman, 2012). 

While collecting data during interviews, there was no point of saturation in the present 

case. My research topic has a huge scope and so many different stakeholders are 

involved that I would have wished to interview many more actors if I did not have 

short- time pressing limitations. Therefore while collecting data during interviews, there 

was no point of saturation other than the decision made by me that the data under 

analysis had fulfilled my expectations of the research. Researchers are ‘positioned 

subjects’ (Baxter and Eyles, 1996, p. 505) and their subjectivity becomes part of the 

research process (Baxter and Eyles, 1996). However, throughout the process I tried to 
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maintain professional objectivity, recognizing that there may be a level of influence in 

the questions posed. (Sadd, 2012) 

Interviews were conducted in two formats: face-to-face or through the Internet 

communication tool: Skype. Face-to-face interviews were conducted at locations chosen 

by the respondents, like their home or office. Proper care was taken to keep the 

interview setting comfortable and natural. As Jäckle, et al. (2006) note, face-to-face 

interviews and those conducted via telephone differ significantly due to medium of 

communication and the physical presence of the interviewer (Jäckle, et al., 2006, p.4). 

While desirability bias is likely in a telephone or Skype interviewee, gaining trust is 

important in face-to-face interviews. Given limitations like distance, it was not possible 

to conduct all interviews face-to face. 

2.2 Written data 
As mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, interviews were not the only method 

used in the interpretative analysis of this thesis. Written sources, such official Olympic 

reports and available Olympic Games reports, were also analysed. Specifically, I have 

direct access to COOB’92 because of my current job at the Fundació Barcelona 

Olímpica. Apart of Barcelona’92, many official documents produced by OCOGs and by 

the governments of the host countries were reviewed. In addition, as the Olympics are 

already a focus of much research, many other sources such as university research 

projects, studies undertaken by NGOs, conferences, and media articles, were taken into 

account.  

The use of these sources of written data potentially offered a rich set of information, 

which I analysed carefully in order to nourish the key findings. The official available 

reports of past Olympic Games might be biased by the authors’ position in the 

organization (Bryman, 2012). I realised that in general all IOC reports from previous 

Olympics are positive descriptions of what went well, with little mentions to any 

negative impact. In any case, regardless of the biased approach, such documents were 

essential for data collection (Brinkmann, 2013).  

Most mentioned written sources were accessible to me at the CEO-UAB. I contacted 

Berta Cerezuela, the head of projects of the CEO-UAB, explaining my thesis aims and 

objectives, and she kindly offered me unlimited access to the library. There, many 
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official IOC reports, research studies, opinion articles and other documentation were 

available, which proved extremely useful for my research. 

In addition to the above-mentioned methods, another relevant source used for my 

research was the compilation of press releases. For this purpose, I had the opportunity to 

utilize a very useful and professional tool called Factiva, a business tool that gives 

access to nearly 14,000 sources including newspapers, trade publications, newswire, 

press release wires, media transcripts, etc. I had access to Factiva as, while doing my 

thesis, I was hired at a consultancy that gave me consent to access the tool and make a 

search of press releases that could add value to my research. Factiva allowed me to 

collect relevant press releases from past years simply by searching for words such as 

‘Sustainability’, ‘Olympic Games’, ‘Olympic legacy’ etc. (See Appendix 3: Factiva_ 

Example list of press collection)  
Image 1: Screenshot of Factiva tool 

 

 

The methodology was based on the premise of understanding the maximum points of 

view and literature available taken into account the time limitations. The intention was 

of being inclusive first, and conclusive later, at least in my findings. Sustainability is an 

evolving contested concept, and the perception of its integration in events like Olympics 

has undergone many changes in the past few decades. For this reason, I have made an 

honest attempt and worked hard choosing the methods of collecting information from 

my primary and written sources.  I have tried to be as objective as possible while 

analysing the available information, to reach a point, which is inclusive, conclusive, and 

constructive. 
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 3. Literature Review 
 
This section is based on secondary sources. It briefly provides the basis for an 

understanding of the concept of sustainable development, its application to the 

Olympics and the interrelation with the concept of Olympic legacy.  Finally, this section 

introduces the debate and paradox regarding the sustainability of the Games; a debate 

that will be further discussed in chapter 5.  

3.1 The Concept of Sustainable Development 
Sustainable development has been defined and described in many ways by various 

scholars and researchers. The concept has been evolving for more than 30 years (Rogers 

and Carter, 2008) and means different things to different people (Karamichas, 2013). 

There is no agreement on the meaning of the term, so while ‘sustainable development’ 

offers immense appeal, it still lacks in specificity. Reviewed critically, the definitions of 

sustainable development may look vague (Jabareen, 2008). However, the most accepted 

definition worldwide came from the report Our Common Future issued by Norwegian 

Prime Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland, who chaired the World Commission on 

Environmental Development in 1987. It calls a sustainable development one that “meets 

the needs of the present generations without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs” (UN, 1987). The report outlined global 

environmental concerns and development challenges, and concluded that the importance 

of defining global initiatives through actions on a local, national and international scale 

would be the only way to emphasize the correlation between improving everyday life 

while safe-guarding our ecosystem (Savery and Gilbert, 2011). The interconnection 

between environment and development was highlighted repeatedly, noting interrelation 

between poverty and the environment (Savery and Gilbert, 2011). 

The United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, held in Rio de 

Janeiro in June 1992, confirmed the geopolitical importance and relevance of the term 

‘sustainable development’ (Cantelon and Letters, 2010). The meeting took place only 

one month before Barcelona’92 was opened. Achievements in the realm of 

sustainability accomplished by Barcelona’92 revealed that environmental issues could 

be managed in the organisation of multi-sports events of this magnitude. The Spanish 

city’s environmental regeneration prior to the 1992 Summer Olympics constituted the 

main action in the endeavour to achieve a sustainable event. As Lamartine DaCosta 
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defends, the 1992 Earth Summit introduced the relevant aspect of communication 

(DaCosta, 1997). Media are a vehicle for promoting the image of sport so they have 

play a noteworthy role in influencing spectators’ behaviour. Monclús thinks that the Rio 

Declaration on Environment provided a strong background for raising public awareness 

on environmental aspects already implemented in Barcelona between 1987 and 1992. It 

also contributed to the positive image and appeal of the Barcelona’s city brand, known 

as the ‘Barcelona model’ (Monclús, 2010). 

Although the link between environmental and sustainability issues and the Olympics is 

a subject with a notable abundance of written academic sources, the influence of the 

1992 UN Conference on the Environment and Development on Barcelona’s 1992 

Summer Olympics does not have a body of literature. Barcelona planned the 1992 

Olympics to promote its city brand and, some years later, in 1992, the Rio Declaration 

on Environment was also conducive to accomplishing such goal. The 1992 Olympics 

were a complex process involving many stages. Barcelona sought to yield benefits such 

as a strategically planned legacy to market its city brand through urban and 

environmental regeneration. Therefore, the COOB’92 worked together with the 

municipal authorities, a fundamental stakeholder, to achieve these goals. Written 

stakeholders, including local communities, environmental groups, athletes and sports 

federations encouraged decisions regarding environmental issues, such as noise, the lack 

of green spaces, air and coastline pollution and traffic congestion (Abad, 1996).  

At the UN Conference of 1992 the concept of sustainability was not understood only 

in terms the environment (Baker, 2006). ‘Sustainability’ was gradually chosen to bridge 

the gap between ideas focused on both economical development and the environment 

(Rogers and Carter, 2008). Nowadays, sustainability refers to a more holistic 

perspective that orchestrates social, economic and environmental dimensions, and 

balances opportunities and constraints (Oben, 2011). Many definitions of sustainability 

exist and it is necessary to define sustainability in order to promote clarity.  

According to the Sustainable Development Commission in the United Kingdom, 

sustainable development is about far more than just the environment; it is about 

ensuring a strong, healthy and just society (Karamichas, 2013). It is a widely accepted, 

dynamic, three-dimensional concept, which requires striking a balance between social, 

economic and environmental development (Furrer, 2002). Currently, sustainable 

development is accepted as the new standard of development almost everywhere 

15 

 



(Coaffee, 2010). The whole idea is about establishing a future that is a better and 

healthier place than the present (Blewitt, 2008). The IOC President Thomas Bach 

expressed the same perspective in the IOC’s 10th Conference on Sports and the 

Environment:   

“Sustainable development means hope for a better future, a more environmentally 

sound and more humane society. A society which no longer focuses on short-term 

success, but rather spares a thought for subsequent generations as well as its own 

needs” (IOC, 2013c, p-5). 

               

3.2 ‘Mega’ Sporting Events 
Maurice Roche, a prominent sociologist describes mega events as ‘large scale cultural 

(including commercial and sporting) events, which have a dramatic character, mass 

popular appeal and international significance” (Roche, 2000, p. 7).  Such events are 

defined by factors including their scope, duration and frequency. Donald Getz identifies 

mega events: “by way of their size of significance (…) those that yield extraordinarily 

high levels of tourism, media coverage, prestige or economic impact of the host 

community, venue and organization.” (Getz, 2007). 

Large-scale sporting events like the FIFA World Cup and the Olympic Games are 

good examples of mega sporting events. There has been growing awareness about 

understanding the organization and impact of mega sporting events in recent years 

(Chappelet and Bayle, 2005). Considering the Olympics, the event is observed to create 

a legacy (although this legacy can be both positive and negative) for the host city and to 

have impacts both nationally and internationally (Smith, 2008). The Olympics is no 

longer just a sporting event: it has become a cultural, political and economic 

phenomenon (Toohey and Veal, 2007) that appeals to large audiences, including 

athletes, stakeholders and the international media (Roche, 2000).  

The diagram below illustrates the map of stakeholder’s involved in in the organisation 

of a mega sport event such as the Olympics. During the candidature, organization and 

implementation phases of a mega sport event, it is necessary to coordinate a large 

number of actors who have very different interests and a complex interrelationship 

between them (AgenZ, 2013, p. 13).   

 
Figure 1: Map of actors involved in a mega-event 
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Source: GIZ AgenZ, 2013, p. 13 

3.3 Sustainability and Sport 
David Chernushenko, a widely recognized sustainability specialist, said: “Sport is 

sustainable when it meets the needs of today’s sporting community while contributing to 

the improvement of future sport opportunities for all and the improvement of the 

integrity of the natural and the social environment on which it depends” (Savery and 

Gilbert, 2011, p.6.). For centuries sport has been regarded as a fundamental element in 

the interaction between man and nature (Savery and Gilbert, 2011). Over time 

international elite sport has emerged along with its prerequisite sport development 

activities, major sport event and worldwide competition and media attention (IOC, 

2012).  

Olympic Games have developed hugely in scope and complexity and the relationship 

between sport and the environment has been compromised. Sustainability, has gained 

momentum in the modern sporting world (Smith and Westerbeek, 2004). The basic 

thought behind looking for sustainability from the Olympics is that the event has great 

reach, gets global attention and hence has the opportunity to make a contribution to the 

world in sustainable ways (Karamichas, 2013). Working towards sustainability poses a 

huge challenge for sport event organizers because sustainability is such a broad and 

transversal topic (see figure 1) that represents an ideal and a moving target, with an 

infinite end point (Girginov and Hills, 2009): 
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- On the social side there are issue ranging from education, community 

integration, democracy, and public participation to population health. 

-  On the economic side there are issues of employment, tourism, fair labour 

policies, good governance corruption and poverty eradication. 

-  Environmental issues range from water, air, soil, energy, biodiversity, venues, 

to transportations. 

Figure 2: Environmental and sustainability approach 

 
Source: (own elaboration from: Mackenzie, 2006) 

3.4 The Need of Sustainable Games for a Positive Legacy  
There can be several meanings for the concept of ‘legacy’. Among the different 

definitions, Savery (2011, p. 10) defines a sustainable legacy of a sport event as “the 

lasting, positive change created through and catalysed by the bidding for, planning and 

hosting of a sport event”.  Hiller (2003) uses the word ‘outcomes’ instead of legacy, 

whereas Cashman (2003) prefers ‘impacts’.  Despite the whole available terms to define 

‘legacy’ what seems to be irrefutable is that the concept of legacy targets the long-term 

features. Preuss, proposed a definition of legacy that refers to “all planned and 

unplanned, positive and negative, tangible and intangible structures created for and by 

a sport event that remains longer than the event itself” (Preuss, 2004, p. 211). 
Figure 3: Legacy cube 
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Source: Preuss, 2004, p. 211 

 

 

3.5 Evolution of ‘legacy’ in the Olympics 
Starting at the late 90s, the concept of Olympic legacy evolved into a major concern 

for the IOC. There were a series of interrelated events that brought this concern to the 

forefront and marked its evolution within the Olympics: the UN development of the 

concept of sustainable development in 1987 and the Rio Earth Summit in 1992 

(Karamichas, 2013). Also remarkable events were the environmental failure produced 

by the Albertville’92 Winter Games, the positive legacy of Barcelona’92 and the 

establishment of the Sport and Environment Commission in 1995. The IOC saw itself in 

1999 embroiled in a moral crisis which led to the establishment of a moral code of 

ethics and a profound introspection of how cities won their bids, implying the concern 

behind the process and their true commitments to urban growth and sustainability 

(Girginov and Hills, 2009). 

The IOC developed a ‘legacy’ framework:  

- Politically: The IOC amended in 2003 the Olympic Charter to introduce a 

particular mention “To promote a positive legacy from the Olympic Games to the host 

cities and host countries” (IOC, 2013, p.17).  Also in 2001, the IOC included in the 

questionnaires for Candidate cities questions regarding what legacies are planned for the 

city. 

- Legally: Through the Host City Contract signed by the IOC, the host city and the 

NOC (Girginov and Hills, 2009). Detailed requirements and obligations regarding 

sustainability and Olympic Legacy are included in the contract (Girginov and Hills, 

2009).  
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- Technically: By monitoring over a period of 12 years a set of social, 

environmental and cultural indicators (Girginov and Hills, 2009).   

 

Achieving sustainability and creating a lasting legacy has become increasingly 

important for any city intending to host the Olympic Games, as positive legacies are 

now part of the core aims of the Olympic Movement (Viehoff, 2013). A sustainable 

event legacy is not an add-on that starts when the event takes place, it is a vital and 

fundamental part of any serious event bid, and should be part of the event planning from 

day one (Essex and Chalkley, 2003). 

The IOC has stressed, rightly, that large scale development and expenses incurred in 

the name of the Olympics should have a useful post-Olympic life (Poynter and 

MacRury, 2009). It is one of the major aims of any host country to achieve a sustainable 

Olympics, but the effects and the legacies may differ from one country or region to 

another for a variety of reasons (Cashman, 2003) and might result in positive outcomes 

and negative consequences too (see Table 2). Many commentators view ‘legacy’ as the 

true benchmark and the real endpoint for a sustainable Olympic event (Savery and 

Gilbert 2011, p. 118). 
Table 2: Olympic legacies 

 
Source: own elaboration from Lenskyj (2002) and Cashman (2005) 

 

Some examples of legacies of the Olympics are as follows:  

As examples of positive legacies, Olympic Games have had the power to highlight 

some host cities on the world map and attract investment and tourism, enhancing the 
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international profile of the host city. After the Olympics in 2000, Sydney witnessed 

increased tourism and trade with the games promoting Sydney as a global city 

(Karamichas, 2013). The 1988 Olympics helped to launch Seoul onto the international 

scene and its position within the Asian region noticeably improved (Furrer, 2002). 

Also, the Olympics provide good opportunities to boost urban infrastructure like 

venues, buildings, roads, transportation systems, water and energy conservation, etc. 

(Wiltschko, 2010; Furrer, 2002). The Barcelona Olympics in 1992 were the first to 

demonstrate successful urban regeneration and modernization of the city to the world 

(Parent, 2012; Viehoff, 2013). The creativity with which they transformed deserted 

industrial land for the Olympic village and then re-transform it into residential housing 

and other facilities was ground-breaking (Bretveld, 2014). Barcelona re-opened itself to 

the sea, the shoreline and important parks were regenerated and a ring roads was created 

to ease traffic and other transportation initiatives (IOC 2013b). 

Less tangible positive legacies are the capability of the Games to enhance the 

confidence and skills of the host population (Furrer, 2002). London used the 2012 

Olympic Games to transform the way the citizens, the communities and the schools 

approached sports in general and competitive sports as well (Owe, 2012).  Schools were 

required to offer and participate in competitive sports, investment in youth sports was 

greatly increased and community sports clubs created (CSL, 2013). 

Olympic Burdens: 

However, these legacies or impacts may not always be positive (Delgado, 2007). Even 

Barcelona’92 had controversies: the construction of the Norman Foster’s 

Communication Tower in Collserola Park damaged part of this urban forest. Many 

countries have suffered the consequences of mismanagement, over-expectations and 

environmental problems, all of which have contributed to a negative historical legacy 

(Cashman, 2003, p.34). Some Olympics experiences have provided no major economic 

gains for the host city: the 1976 Olympics left the Montreal with $2.7 billion of debt 

that were not paid off until 2005, almost thirty years later (Zimbalist and Maennig, 

2012).  In the 1996 Atlanta Games, around 9,500 units of affordable housing were 

sacrificed and $350 million in public fund was diverted from low income housing to 

Olympic preparation (Razaq Raj, 2009). 
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 Also over-sized venues are negative legacies as it has happened in Athens and Beijing 

where they are still facing major issues in order to find viable uses for Olympic venues. 

Also the over-supply of hotel rooms and other infrastructure developed during Olympic 

planning have proved to be a financial burden after the games are completed (Furrer, 

2002). As an example of negative environmental legacy, Albertville 1992 was 

considered an environmental disaster by ecologists and local inhabitants “as many 

forested areas were cut down to clear the ground for building of the new infrastructure, 

without much concern for the local biodiversity” (Poynter and MacRury, 2009, p.232). 

3.6 Olympics Debate: Long-term legacy or short-term event? 
When divorced from the context of their broader potential, sporting mega-events seem 

the very antithesis of a sustainable activity (Karamichas, 2013). The demands of 

material consumption and energy use, the necessity of participants and audiences 

travelling from all around the globe, the inevitable waste generated both before and 

during the event—solely to justify less than a month of sporting activity (Owe, 2012). 

Surely a culture that was truly motivated to better its social and ecological environments 

would find it easier to do without such a significant economic drain. 

There has been an on-going debate on whether the Olympics create long-term legacy 

or it is a short-term event for profit motive (Smith, 2008). The preparation and 

administration of mega-events typically entail tight deadlines, which may conflict with 

more long-term development policies of a host city, or identified needs within local 

communities. There is also the potential for uneven distribution of whatever benefits are 

gained, which could even lead to tension within the host society. In balance with such 

an interpretation, the prospect of hosting the Olympics presents several advantages to 

engaging with sustainability. The international scrutiny that accompanies such a 

prestigious event allows for no delays or indecision, thus commitments to sustainability 

(which might otherwise be postponed or never enacted at all) gain a sense of genuine 

urgency. If managed responsibly by the hosts, the many demands attached to what is a 

relatively temporary event can flourish as the beginning of a persisting improvement of 

a city’s future and long-lasting legacy. 

Some believe that private interests and profit motives may hijack the Olympics 

bidding process, and the development work to follow. Builders and unions, architecture 

offices, bankers and lawyers all came together in pursuit of opportunity (Zimbalist and 
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Maennig, 2012). There are many past experiences that suggest that, post-games, newly 

created infrastructure becomes a costly ‘white elephant’ for the host city. Many 

Olympics have witnessed short-term profit motives among local organisers which left 

the host city disappointed (Zimbalist and Maennig, 2012), and some environmentalists 

feel that placing entertainment above the needs of the planet is the root cause of such 

problems (Savery and Gilbert, 2011) 

Although this contested debate is still open, many revised literature tend to agree that 

the integration of sustainability in the Olympics is essential “in minimizing negative 

impacts and maximizing the positive ones” (Poynter and MacRury, 2009, p.134) so that 

the Games leave the best possible legacy for the city in the long-term. 
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4. Analysis and Research Findings  
 

This section mainly explores issues that emerged from semi-structured interviews 

undertaken with a wide range of participants. The rationale is to scrutinise and present a 

more critical review of the situation as it was experienced and understood first-hand by 

the interviewees. Much of the interview content has been extended or questioned with 

relevant written data in order to develop a critical analysis that has resulted in very 

interesting findings.  

I have gathered large amounts of qualitative data from official and non-official 

documents, press releases, and from interviews with subject experts. I encountered 

problems of how to deal with the large quantity of available data. Moreover, how to 

reduce all the information gathered without losing completeness, a common dilemma in 

qualitative researches. To address this, Bryman (2012) suggests undertaking a careful 

and accurate selection of the information that best answers your thesis objectives, while 

acknowledging how this presents the subjectivity of the researcher.  

This chapter will provide a) the importance of the year 1992 because of Barcelona’92 

and, mainly, because of the UN Earth Summit; b) an examination of the historical 

evolution of sustainable development in the Olympic Games; c) a critical analysis of the 

mechanisms and procedures that the IOC has to ensure its implementation; d) examples 

from the Sochi, Athens, and London Olympic Games; and e) some findings of note. 

4.1 The Origins of Sustainability in the Olympic Games 
The year 1992 proved highly significant as ecologism and environmentalism had 

become acceptable at major political and economic levels thanks to the concept of 

‘sustainability’, a buzzword that called for the attention of states and non-governmental 

organisations at the 1992 UN Conference (Delibes de Castro 2008). Sustainability was 

already of interest to scholars of social and political sciences in the few years preceding 

the conference on account of its awareness-raising capacity (Seabrook 1988; Luhmann 

1989). It was believed that “the general tendency has been to look to other political 

traditions for the ideals and principles that would underpin an ecologically sustainable 

post-liberal society” (Eckersley 1992, pp. 23-24). 

Lamatine DaCosta was one of the first relevant scholars who wrote about the 

environmentally-unfriendly image of the Olympic Movement at that time when “the 
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Council of Europe voted for a resolution favouring ecologically-concerned sports and 

condemning the repetition of Albertville’s environmental abuses. (…) Moreover, the 

year 1992 was a seminal one both for sport and global environmental concerns: the 

Earth Summit” (DaCosta 1997, p. 101). He defended that environmental damage during 

the 1992 Winter Olympics provoked a reaction since “the short period of five years 

taken by the IOC to be adapted to the main environmental challenges may be contrasted 

with the long-standing discussion on the gigantism of Games. (…) The IOC’s 

environmental adaptation has proved the capacity-building (…) when exposed to 

external pressures”. (DaCosta 1997, p. 102). Every organising committee has integrated 

sustainable and ‘green’ measures after 1992, even the criticised Games of Atlanta’96 

(Burbank et al. 2001). 

Lillehamer’94 and Sydney’00 had applied complete and systematic environmental 

strategies, so they are mostly presented in academic papers as the perfect examples of 

Games that followed the 1992 Earth Summit recommendations. While “the 1994 Winter 

Olympics (...) placed the environment on the sporting world’s agenda. For the first time 

comprehensive environmental action was planned and implemented at a large-scale 

sports event” (Roper 2006, p. 1). In the case of Sydney 2000, “the environmental 

dimension first appeared in 1992 when the Bid Committee announced an open contest 

to design the Olympic 2000 Athletes’ Village. (...) This environmental approach was 

very timely.” (Stubbs 2001, p. 3). The common stance held among academics is that 

these two Games constituted the effective ‘green’ reaction to a critical moment in the 

Olympic Movement in the 1980s because political issues like the boycotts showed “an 

organization with a profile as prominent as that of the IOC inevitably has its critics. As 

a non-democratic, non-representative international body” (Toohey and Veal 2007, pp. 

50-51). 

This negative image was heightened with “Albertville 1992, where additionally 

negative environmental impacts of the Games were considerably criticized, that forced 

the IOC to accept this issue as another important aspect” (Kovác 2003, p. 112). 

Famously, the opening ceremony of the 1992 Winter Olympics in Albertville, France, 

was preceded by protest marches by members of the local community concerned about 

the health risks posed by the construction of a luge and bob-sleigh run near La Plagne, “ 

which required the storage of 40 tonnes of ammonia to freeze the track” (Newlands, 

2011, p.155). The body adopted many ideas resulting from Rio 1992, like the Agenda 

25 

 



21, so the Conference became its main reference policy in pursuit of sustainable Games 

(Tarradellas Macià 2003, p. 76; Lenskyj 2006, p. 197).  

Most scholars agree with this explanation of how the Olympic Movement adopted an 

environmental dimension that appeared throughout “the adverse publicity surrounding 

the environmental impact of the Albertville Games”, which “stimulated global policy 

activity within the IOC. (…) The environment had emerged as an issue of global social 

policy, with the Earth Summit conference of Rio” (Cantelon and Letters 2010, pp. 424-

425). During the interview with Pau Pérez, first President of the Spanish Olympic 

Committee (COE) Commission for Environment and former Deputy President of the 

CEO itself, he presents the year 1992 as the key year for the adoption of a new social 

and environmental strategy by the IOC, together with the adoption of the Olympic 

Truce and in collaboration with United Nations programmes. Barcelona’92 collaborated 

with initiatives that included the assembly of an Earth Commitment Wall in the 

Olympic Village, the signing of an Earth Pledge by the IOC’s Executive Board and all 

the NOCs, the organisation of an exhibition called ‘Beloved Earth’ during the Games 

and the planting of a number of trees equivalent to the amount of paper consumed by 

the COOB’92 (Interview 3). 

Tarradellas, expert environmentalist and member of the IOC Commission for Sports 

and the Environment says that “looking back more than 20 years it all started with the 

protection of the environment, and gradually step by step it evolved to integrate the 

concept of sustainable development” (Interview 2). One important event spurred the 

IOC to address the issues raised by Albertville: the UN Conference in 1992, shortly 

before the 1992 Barcelona Olympic Games (Interview 2). The Earth Summit challenged 

political and apolitical organisations at every level, from national governments and 

NGOs to citizen enthusiasts, to view environmental and industrial concerns as 

fundamentally interconnected and proposed that global collaboration could lay the path 

towards increased quality of life, more resilient ecosystems and a ‘safer, more 

prosperous future’ (UNEP website). Less than two months later, during the Barcelona 

Games, the IFs and NOCs signed the Earth Pledge, dedicating them to the idea of 

producing an environment-friendly Olympic Games (IOC, 1999). 

Authors such as Karamichas, Oben and Newlands recognize that practical ecological 

experience adopted at the 1994 Winter and the 2000 Summer Games was result of the 

1992 Earth Summit, so it remains as the milestone of the environmental dimension of 
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the Olympics: “the general acceptance of Local Agenda 21 at the 1992 Rio Conference 

(…), which is often seen as marking the official institutional acceptance of sustainable 

development” (Karamichas 2013, p. 85). 

The importance of the environmental and sustainability aspects of Barcelona’92 is 

mostly underestimated by scholars; even Spanish works do not mention that Rio 1992 

implemented a number of awareness measures a few weeks later during the Summer 

Olympics in Barcelona (Interview 1, 3 and 4). It is because the COOB’92 did not overly 

emphasise a communication strategy. Environmental measures that the City Council 

and the COOB’92 were adopting to restore the shoreline’s coastal ecosystem and to 

guarantee less polluted air during the Games were rarely reflected in the media. 

However, the communication of environmental awareness for Barcelona’92 and the 

importance of the 1992 UN Earth Summit are closely interconnected (Interview 1 and 

2). 
Image 2: Earth Pledge at the Barcelona’92Olympic Village, signed by athletes. The Earth 

Summit, the COOB’92, the IOC and United Nations encouraged this initiative (as can be seen with 

their logos). 

Source: Fundació Barcelona Olímpica (former COOB’92) 

 

 

4.2 The Evolution of Sustainability in the Olympic Games 
Sustainability has come a long path in the past two decades because the 1992 UN 

Conference is still today considered a political and social success. The concept of 
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sustainable development, although a debatable one, is currently an integral aspect of the 

Olympic Games (IOC, 2012). The first research question addressed to most of my 

interviewees was to express their point of view of the historical evolution and 

integration of the concept of sustainable development in the Olympic movement.  

Sports development projects have often been targeted by ecologists due to their 

potential impact on natural systems, for example when trees are cut down to create ski 

runs, or fields devoted to agriculture are converted into golf courses (Girginov and 

Hills, 2009). As previously said, the strong criticism of the 1992 Winter Olympics from 

environmentalists and the international press coupled with the UN’s Earth Summit in 

Rio de Janeiro several months later, making 1992 an important year from the point of 

view of global sporting and ecological issues (DaCosta, 1997).  

However, the sports movement has not been insensitive to such criticisms. With time, 

it has become aware of the need to limit the effect it has on the natural environment 

(Interview 1). The IOC’s growing awareness of ecology was demonstrated two years 

after Barcelona’92 (Cantelon and Letters, 2010). A vast majority of sources and all my 

interviewees agreed that the 1994 Winter Olympic Games in Lillehammer went a step 

further and represented the ‘first ecological Games in history’ (Interview 1, 2, 3,5, 6 and 

9). Although there were some ecologists and environmental campaigners who 

considered the achievements of the Games far from perfect as “negative impacts on the 

environment could not be avoided, only minimised” (Coleman, 1994, p.54) and the 

reception of 100,000 visitors had a large impact on water and electricity suppliers, as 

well as waste management from consuming more than 300,000 meals (Chernushenko, 

1994). 

In addition to the official establishing of environmentalism as the third pillar of 

Olympism in 1994, the IOC joined the UNEP in promoting initiatives and helping host 

cities to maintain their ecological responsibilities (IOC, 2005a). In 1995, the IOC 

created its Sport and Environment Commission in order to ensure the fulfilment of the 

environmental objectives (Interview 1, 2, 5 and 9). The main role of the Commission is 

to advice the IOC Executive Board on the integration of environmental issues during the 

preparation and development of the Olympic Games (IOC, 2005a). Over the following 

years the UN continued to progress its work on matters of sustainable development. In 

1999, following the UN invitation extended to all organizations to prepare their own 

Agenda 21 as a mean to promote sustainable development, the IOC decided to develop 
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its own Agenda 21, the called Olympic Movement’s Agenda 21. Agenda 21 serves “as 

a useful reference tool for the sports community at all levels in the protection of the 

environment and enhancement of sustainable development” (IOC, 1999, p. 10). It was 

planned around three objectives (IOC, 1999): 
Figure 4: Agenda 21 

Source: (Author’s own elaboration from IOC, 2005a)   

 

The Sydney Olympics in 2000 were very significant, as the organisers explicitly 

focused on the environmental impact in their candidature file, beating the competing 

host candidates on that issue (Interview 3 and 5). A key factor for their success was the 

direct involvement of the environmental NGO Greenpeace during Games: “Greenpeace 

helped to set binding, stretching, innovative, yet realistic targets at the earliest stages 

by working closely with the bid team” (Interview 5). Also, Greenpeace worked with a 

range of experts and launched an Olympic Environmental Guideline. The Sydney 

Games sent a clear signal to all future organizing committees, that sustainability issues 

should be taken into consideration and integrated into their campaigns (Interview 3 and 

5). Subsequently, many hosts followed Sydney’s example, and build on what they did 

(Interview 3). However, some environmentalists remained sceptical and accused 

Greenpeace for ‘greenwashing’ the Games and condemned diverse environmental 

controversies regarding the “landfills on site, the waste plant emitting toxic emissions in 

the midst, and the use of ozone depletors in Olympic venues” (Beder, 2009, p.13). 

The concept of sustainability in the Olympics was becoming stronger and stronger (see 

Appendix 4: Timeline of Sustainability in the different Olympic Games). The next big 

steps were the Vancouver Games in 2010 and London 2012, in both of which 

sustainability was included in the host’s vision and integrated in their operations 

(Interview 4, 6 and 9). 
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Figure 5:  Evolution of Sustainability in the Olympic Games 

Source: (Author’s own elaboration from: IOC 1999, 2005a, 2012 and 2014)   

 

4.3 Mechanisms and Procedures to ensure Sustainability 
There is disagreement and contestation over the extent to which mechanisms and 

procedures does the IOC have to ensure the implementation of sustainability and 

whether if they are effective or they lack of enforcement in practice.  

As sustainability in sport develops, so does the need for guidance, standardization, and 

tools to ensure effective implementation. There have been numerous initiatives 

promoted and implemented by the IOC dealing with sustainability: 

- The Olympic Charter  

- The Manual on Sport and the Environment (developed in 1997) 

- Agenda 21 of the Olympic Movement (1999) 

- The Guide on Sport, the Environment and Sustainability (2005) 

- Agenda 2020 (2014) 

At the end of 2014, under the leadership of the IOC President, Thomas Bach, Agenda 

2020 was approved, after a year of workshops with stakeholders of sport, as well as 

experts in other fields (IOC, 2014). Agenda 2020 includes two specific 

recommendations for advancing towards sustainability (see Table 3).  
Table 3: Recommendations Agenda 2020 
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Source: IOC, 2014 
During the interviews, many respondents tended to be very critical on this point. The 

President of the Spanish Olympic Commission for Sports and the Environment, Juli 

Pernas said:  “Although there are many principles, recommendations and conferences 

that promote the integration of sustainability in the Olympic Games, and look great on 

paper, they all have little power to ensure its implementation” (Interview 1). 

Another interviewee, an environmental expert member of the first Olympic 

Commission for Sport and the Environment stated:  “Agenda 2020 aimed to correct the 

deficiencies of Agenda 21, but it ends up committing the same mistakes. It is a very 

general guide that establishes only recommendations which encourage us to do certain 

things in a sustainable manner, but do not oblige in any sense” (Interview 2).  

In line with this, an environmentalist representing Greenpeace advocates that all these 

guidelines should be non-negotiable and should also be enforced by national laws in the 

host countries, and the IOC should provide firm penalties for non –compliance 

(Interview 5). Having identified this problem, I then asked: What mechanism does the 

IOC have to ensure that the recommendations and bid promises are fully 

integrated and implemented by the cities that are organising and hosting the 

Games? 

Tarradellas believes that one of the main mechanisms the IOC has to ensure the 

implementation of sustainability is in the power of the IOC Members while considering 

the bids (Interview 2). The IOC has the final word upon deciding which city hosts the 

Games and obviously this has great influence, at least in terms of what candidates will 

propose (IOC, 2005b). Nowadays, it seems common practice for candidate cities to 

present very optimistic environmental promises, because hosting bids are greatly 

strengthened when they include major green and sustainable measures into their 

candidature files (Interview 1, 2, 6 and 9).  However, from the moment that a city is 

chosen to host the Games, the IOC “has little scope for action and it seems that there 

are few, if any, consequences or punishments for countries that don’t follow through on 
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their promises” (Interview 4). An Olympic press journalists interviewed mentions that 

we have no example in which the Games, or any similar major sport event, such as the 

Commonwealth Games, World Cups, etc., have been withdrawn (Interview 9).  

The 2008 Beijing Olympics went ahead in spite of boycotts regarding a catalogue of 

apparent violations of the Olympic Charter, which expects a harmonious atmosphere as 

a backdrop to its activities (Interview 2). Chinese policies, which have provoked 

accusations including religious repression, Tibetan genocide, the imprisoning and 

censoring of the press, and other human rights transgressions, were evidently not 

disharmonious enough (Percival, 2008). This exemplifies the fact that, once a city is 

selected, the influence of the IOC becomes highly limited (Interview 2). If they lack the 

power, or will, to act in the face of such explicit affronts to their core mission, they can 

have little power to ensure and enforce that sustainability measures are implemented. 

Pau Pérez agrees that choosing the host city is an important decision, “one that 

represents a vote of confidence in the selected city’s capacity to implement all the 

sustainability measures previously promised” (Interview 3). He also explains how the 

IOC provides regular guidance, dialogue, reviews and undertakes close monitoring and 

follow ups regarding sustainability. Pérez proved a valuable source for information 

about the committee’s processes and mechanisms, helping to clarify this controversial 

point.  

First of all, Pérez explained that “After one city wins the bid to host the Games, it signs 

a detailed host city contract with the IOC that is legally binding” (Interview 3).  For 

example London’s host city contract had a clause that made the promises in their 

candidature file legally binding, meaning that the sustainability objectives promised in 

their candidature automatically became part of the host city contract (IOC, 2005c). All 

the bid commitments and promises in regard to sustainably are put together in a list that 

becomes the starting point of the monitoring system (Frawley and Adair, 2013). The 

lists of social, cultural, environmental and economic measures are monitored by the 

IOC by establishing a set of indicators that assess the degree of achievement and 

transformation made by the host city (PWC, 2005). This tool of indicators is known as 

“The Olympic Games Impact” (OGI). If for example a city says that they are going to 

use a certain green standard for construction, that goes into the system and the IOC 

team monitors it: 
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“We actually have meetings on site on the host city, meetings with their organizing 

committee, with the partners; with the construction people and we have regular 

correspondence with all the different managers, in particular with managers of 

sustainability in the Organizing Committee” (Interview 3). From a sceptical point of 

view, the OGI tool has received several criticisms, as the timing of the assessments does 

not allow to evidence the extend of implementation of realistic long-term Olympic 

legacies: “It will take fifteen to twenty years to measure the true legacy of the Olympic 

Games and the OGI project finishes two years after the event is finished”. (Graton and 

Preuss, 2008, p.10 ) 

Furthermore, the IOC is aware that not every bid commitments can be achieved and 

that changes always may occur as a result of numerous economic and political factors 

(Interview 3 and Lialios, 2006). For this reason, bid commitments can be updated to 

cope with potential changes so that if the host city is encountering problems with a 

commitment that cannot be achieved, the IOC asks the city to formally explain why 

(interview 3). I observe here that the IOC can “ask for” (not “demand”) a formal 

explanation in the event of compromised sustainability commitments; but there is no 

indicator that anything can be done if the host’s response is deemed inadequate, or 

(presumably) if a formal response is not forthcoming at all. To conclude this section, the 

analysis shows that the IOC lacks of enforcement power. The system is set up to allow 

the host nation to simply move their goalposts in the event that their sustainability 

promises are proved to be unachievable.  

 

4.4 Examples 
Reality has shown that–despite the above-mentioned existing tools, guides and 

recommendations—paradoxically there are examples both of sustainable Games, such 

as London 2012, and not so sustainable Games, like Sochi 2014 and Athens 2004. This 

section briefly looks into some specific aspects of these different Games to understand 

that there are more sustainable Games than others and further explain in the next section 

why some cities achieve greater success in the delivery of sustainable Games and others 

fall short of stated intention. 

Athens 2004  
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More than one decade after hosting the Games, Athens is still facing the problem of 

how to maintain, manage and exploit their sport infrastructure (Gatopoulos, 2010). Most 

of the world-class venues built to host sports such as baseball, fencing, hockey, softball, 

kayaking and canoeing were disproportionately large for a country the size of Greece, 

and one in which there is very little tradition of practising these sports (Interview 7 and 

9). Some of the structures were particularly expensive and have proved very difficult to 

maintain, while others simply remain unused and are becoming abandoned (Smith, 

2008). 

This is known as ‘white elephant’ syndrome, in reference to the costly and 

unmanageable gifts which South-East Asian kings would ironically bestow upon people 

who displeased them (Cashman, 2003). ‘White elephants’ are expensive and big 

buildings whose long-term potential is difficult to realise, and whose maintenance needs 

are often disproportionate to the financial means of the local communities responsible 

for their upkeep (Cashman, 2003). White elephants represent one of the worst aspects of 

the Olympic legacy in Athens, and they highlight the lack of strategic and long-term 

sustainable planning. To destroy them would be an acknowledgement of the system’s 

failure, even an affront to the IOC, but maintaining them to no purpose only underlines 

it. 
Image 3: A decade after Athens 2004 

Source: The Guardian, 2014 

 

London 2012 
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When I asked for an example of recent successful Olympics in sustainability, most of 

my interviewees concurred, naming Sydney’00, Vancouver’10 and London’12, whose 

board consciously set out to deliver the most sustainable Olympics ever. The strategy of 

the London 2012 was to influence decisions made at every level of planning, including 

site location, design and construction of the Olympic Park, even investment choices, as 

well as the actual staging of the Games and the legacy that would follow (CSL, 2013). 

Manuel Fonseca, member of the COOB’92 Executive Board:  “London achieved its 

sustainability goals because it had kept to the original vision and integrated it fully into 

all stages of planning and delivery” (Interview 4). 

London 2012 had the complimentary objective of achieving large-scale regeneration 

of the highly depressed area of East London, creating inward investment and major new 

transport infrastructure from which the Games, and subsequently the region, would 

benefit (CSL, 2013). It is important to see how all this comes together, because too 

often planning and design is kept separate from operational and promotional elements. 

By contrast, in London these activities were seamless and the objective of long-term 

legacy was always kept in mind. Manuel Fonseca highlighted that the strategy of 

London 2012 regarding the construction of sustainable venues was based upon: 

- Use of existing facilities 

- Building permanent venues only where there was viable long-term use 

- Where long-term potential was absent, create temporary venues that could be 

disassembled for reuse 

- Hybrid structures: part-permanent, part-temporary 

- Accessibility to facilities, both for attendance of the Games and for future use 

By combining permanent or semi-permanent facilities with demonstrable on-going 

value to local communities, and avoiding the burden of costly, under-utilized buildings 

via temporary structures capable of being recycled or reused, the threat of the city 

suffering White Elephant Syndrome after the close of the 2012 Games was reduced.  

Of course there were a lot of things that could be done better in London 2012 and the 

Games received substantial criticisms at the time (the failure of carbon offsets, 

transportation chaos…) (Singh, 2012).  But looking at the overall results of the Games 

and the integration of sustainability into the culture of operations and long-term benefits 

is what makes London 2012 a good example. 
Image 4: Example of two London 2012 venues 
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Source: Official website of the IOC, 2015b 

Sochi 2014  

Alexander Zhukov, Chairman of the Supervisory Board of the Sochi 2014 Organising 

Committee, said:  “Thanks to the Sochi Games, we are raising standards to 

international levels across the board. (…) The best practices from all over the world are 

coming to Sochi, and they will then spread across the entire country, creating a 

sustainable Games Legacy (Sochi Organising Committee, 2012, p. 4). With estimated 

final costs of more than four times its original $12 billion budget, the Sochi Winter 

Olympics was breaking records before the first athletes took their positions and waited 

for the starter’s gun (The Economist, 2013). The most expensive Winter Olympics ever, 

proclaimed its intentions to establish a new standard for ecological sustainability and 

responsibility, which would create a legacy that would benefit Russia into the future 

(Bidding Committee Sochi, 2006). However, the reality was to prove very different 

from the plan, as happened with initial budgets (Müller, 2014). 

Despite pledges to utilize eco-friendly construction methods and to deliver no waste 

during the Games, construction impact, the dumping of refuse materials, and run-offs of 

toxic by-products were to have a catastrophic effect on the Mzymta river (Müller, 

2014). A World Heritage Site since 1999, these side effects were to cause significant 

damage to its ecosystem, and pollute the drinking water for thousands of local residents 

(Interview 19 and Müller, 2014). This represents an obvious failure by the hosts to 

achieve the sustainability goals initially claimed and of the IOC to enforce the delivery 

of the bidding promises. 

 
Image 5: Collection of press headlines blaming the environmental performance of Sochi 2014 
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Source: NY Times, WWF, Reuters, The Guardian 

 

4.5 Findings 
The IOC has gone to great pains to establish sustainability as a core requirement of 

any host city. Nevertheless, in spite of making ambitious pledges in pursuit of Olympic 

prestige, the facts are that while some cities achieve great success and deliver a 

sustainable event, others have fallen well short of both their stated objectives and 

general ecological acceptability. Comparing the hosts across time, there are clear 

disparities in what has been accomplished while following shared goals: How is this 

possible? This section has found possible arguments to answer this question.  

On one hand, the absence of strict and enforceable mechanisms on the part of the IOC, 

coupled with no means or will to punish any failure to fulfil sustainability 

commitments, creates a dynamic in which dismissing problematic ecological activities 

or discounting the potential impact on the future is a perfectly viable option, although 

“politically it will be embarrassing and suicidal for the city to ignore those things 

because of course they made promises and the media, citizens, NGOs and the IOC  

know it and it will not look good for the city” (Interview 4).  

On the other hand, the answer to this question also rests with the particular host itself 

(Interview 1, 3, 5 and 9). There are inherent cultural factors that can help us to estimate 

the degree of sustainability that can be achieved, be it for better or worse. Countries 

have different societal approaches towards the environment and sustainability. For 

example, the Lillehammer Olympics in 1994 and Sydney in 2000 took place in 

developed countries, Norway and Australia, both with an increasing culture of 

dedication to sustainability. Support from local NGOs, and a vision of sustainable 

development which is historically shared among a wide set of stakeholders (such as 
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businesses, suppliers, the government, regulators and citizens) can clearly be considered 

to have contributed to their success. As an example, the map below (figure 6 and table 

4) compares the degrees of openness towards environmental friendliness on the part of 

different nations. There is a clear positive trend among northern European countries, 

less so in (for example) South America or Russia. It would be unsurprising to find that 

events hosted where ecological issues are already being addressed demonstrate greater 

success in terms of sustainability, simply due to the alignment between the Olympic 

Movement’s objectives and these countries’ pre-existing social commitment to such 

ideals. 

Figure 6: Environmental agreement compliance  

Source: Website Nation Master 

 

Table 4: Environmental agreement compliance ranking 

Source: Website Nation Master 
Looking at the rankings, it could be predicted that the environmental performances of 

Norway and Canada would attain a higher level that those of Russia or Brazil. 

Lillehammer, a small town with a population of 30,000 citizens (moreover, in an 
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ecologically-minded nation like Norway), required far less effort to provide sustainable 

Games that Beijing, which has a population of over 15 million people, plus 3 million 

cars on the road and an annual coal consumption of 26 million tons and is surrounded 

by one of the biggest industrial areas in the world (Official Report of the Beijing 2008 

Olympic Games, 2008). 

Also RobecoSam, a well-known investment company specialist focused exclusively 

on sustainability investing, has elaborated a country sustainability framework by 

analysing 60 countries on a broad range of Environmental, Social and Governance 

factors. The methodology and issues taken into account by RobecoSam are detailed in 

the table below (see Table 5). Basically the aim of this ranking is to give investors 

relevant information about how well a country is administrated from a perspective of 

social stability, aging, caring for the environment. In other words, they have tried to 

consider all those issues that involve the interests of the future generations. 
Table 5: Indicators of the RobecoSam country sustainability framework 

Source: RobecoSam, 2015 

 

Figure 7: Country Sustainability Ranking: top 10 and bottom 10 countries 
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Source:.RobecoSam, 2015 

The ranking above (Figure 7) shows that high-income developed countries have the 

overall highest sustainability scores. However, other nations with emerging economies 

have the lowest scores. This graphic shows how sustainability paths vary by regions and 

countries because of different combinations of the natural environment, education, 

inequality, corruption, human welfare and many other economic, political and social 

variables of the country (see Table 5).  

For cities such as Beijing, the concept of sustainable development is still far from 

being a reality. The Olympic Games in 2008 thus represented a huge challenge. Apart 

from the environmental implications, Beijing had additional political problems, 

including human rights and press freedom (Percival, 2008). The preparation of the 

Beijing Olympics “was an incentive for the IOC to introduce the concept of sustainable 

development, a subtle and astute way of discussing China’s social and environmental 

issues which would not have been possible otherwise” (Interview 2). Anticipating a 

genuinely sustainable Olympics would have been unrealistic. 

To conclude this section, the findings show that there are no common mechanisms to 

force the Games to target equal sustainability and ensure fulfilment of any stated goals. 

The rules and guidelines are very general because they leave a lot of space for different 

interpretations. Also, the OGI tool is managed on the principle of “comply or explain”, 

not enforcement. Also, analysis shows that countries have different societal approaches 

towards the environment and sustainability, so they have different starting points and it 

would be unrealistic to demand the same level of action from Sydney as from Rio de 
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Janeiro, for example. The major responsibility to demonstrate concern for sustainability 

and promoting it at the Olympic Games rests with the organising bodies and mainly 

depends on their own will and ability to do so. Host cities determine the extent to which 

they commit to sustainability. 
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5. Discussion and Recommendations 
This chapter approaches a fundamental question: Is it possible to achieve truly 

sustainable Games? There are several opinions about this issue. Some 

environmentalists claim that a global event such as the Olympics is an inherently 

unsustainable thing to do (Carus, 2010); others believe it is a unique opportunity to 

“make sustainability relevant, engaging and fun” (Witkin, 2012). Through the expert 

interviews and written data, a broad insight into the debate has been gleaned and 

recommendations for hosting future Games will be suggested.  

Pessimist voices believe that “there is no such thing as a sustainable Olympic Games” 

(CSL, 2013, p.6). An Olympic event demands huge material and financial investment 

yet is ended in merely weeks, requiring activities such as constructions of stadiums and 

arenas, transport and accommodation infrastructure, food and water supply (Merkel, 

2014). It has been argued (Cashman, 2003) that far from being justified by the pursuit of 

entertainment, the expenditure of power and generation of waste, the chaos inflicted on 

the host city and natural environs, and the pollution caused by transporting a global 

audience into attendance, all these factors underline a fundamental error in our shared 

priorities. Some environmentalists and social justice campaigners would label such 

activities as the very heart of the problem (Action-sustainability, 2010).  

Referencing back to the 1994 Olympic Games, Olav Myrholt, the Head of the 

Norwegian Olympic Project, said: “The only ecologically rational Olympic Games 

would be no Olympic Games at all. The second option would be the Recycled Olympic 

Games, the re-utilisation of old cities. Lillehammer is the third option” (Olympic 

Review, 2007). Some environmentalists represented by Greenpeace once posed this 

question: “would not be more sustainable to set a country with fixed facilities and 

infrastructure to celebrate the Games several years in a row? Instead of celebrating 

Olympic Games every two years in different countries each time?” (Greenpeace, 2000). 

Robin Stott, a sustainability advisor stated that: “The Olympics is inherently 

unsustainable. It is impossible to conceive of an enormous event like this which requires 

a substantial amount of building in its construction and development phase and then in 

its running phase, millions of people traveling from all over the world using prodigious 

amounts of fossil fuels and it being developed within a country that is already way 

outside its sustainability limits for us to be sustainable. It is completely impossible." 

42 

 



(Fenton Cooper, 2013). On the other hand, a more optimistic perspective is represented 

as follows. One of my interviewees, Agoullé, answered my discussion question as: 

“There is no such thing as a set point where you reach sustainability (…) sustainability 

is a continual process. It’s like chasing a rainbow, you never find the end of it. 

Achieving sustainability is all about improvements and looking to achieve things on a 

long-term basis and looking at things in their totality” (Interview 5). 

Stubbs sees sustainability as a process for positive and renewable change, which 

improves the quality of life for people now and the future; it is about finding a 

complementary balance between the needs and wants of the present and those of the 

future, with the goal of achieving on-going environmental and societal health (Stubbs, 

2011). There is a lot in today’s society that is unsustainable: the exploitation of natural 

resources and the depletion of the world’s biodiversity; producing more waste than can 

be re-absorbed into natural systems; pollution of land and air; vast inequalities between 

rich and poor, both within countries and between them; consumption-driven lifestyles 

which are increasingly disconnected from the natural world; and decreasing levels of 

personal activity and fitness. In this sense, the Olympic Movement is founded on a 

positive vision and ideals that project an optimistic view for society. “The Olympic 

Movement has genuine global reach and influence, and thereby a leadership role to 

play in promoting sustainability” (Stubbs, 2011, p.118). 

Shaun McCarthy, head of the Commission for a Sustainable London 2012, agrees to 

certain extent that holding a huge, brief sporting event and inviting people from all over 

the world to attend is not a sustainable thing to do, but he also believes that 

sustainability can be achieved in the Olympic Games. McCarthy, and many other 

experts who take an optimistic inclination, believe that the sustainability of the Games 

can be reached when they produce a net benefit to the environment and society 

(McCarthy, 2011), such that the expenditure of resources “buys” an improvement in the 

host’s environmental or cultural state, and by extension that of the world generally, even 

if it is not immediate (Hayes and Horne, 2011).  

Constructing from these different points of view I see that, taken in isolation, 

delivering Olympic Games might be considered inherently unsustainable only where the 

inarguably positive, motivating influence of the Games fails to be made into the driving 

force for enacting change or adding real, lasting value. Shaun McCarthy says that “If we 
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can use the Olympics to change the way things are made or procured and do more net 

good than net harm, I think we will have a sustainable Olympic Games” (McCarthy, 

2011). In this approach, the key variable to achieve truly sustainable Games resides on 

the legacy left upon the host city. Legacy has more aspects to it than simply the tangible 

infrastructure or sense of community and well-being which the Games leave in its wake. 

In planning for and holding the Games, the potential for establishing new, beneficial 

modes of behaviour in relation to the environment can be instilled in the hosting society. 

More than any other major event, it can be claimed that the Olympics, “if channelled 

effectively, can achieve sustainability by being a driver for positive change” (McCarthy, 

2011). 

In general, individuals and organizations across the board are engaged with facilitating 

the Games, and this allows the possibility of having them similarly engage with the goal 

of sustainability. In prompting the consideration of ethical and sustainable approaches 

to the massive resource procurement and expenditure which every Games entails, 

participants are compelled to look at their own models of activity and find ways to 

satisfy these goals within themselves; but not only will this further the goal of Olympic 

sustainability, it may well provide those participants with a competitive edge in a 

business environment where ‘sustainability awareness’ and related issues are 

increasingly seen as an essential quality in both practice and promotion.  This is an 

example of how the establishment of responsible procurement requirements for the 

Games can cause a positive change in business practices, one that will be continued 

even when the Olympics are over. Sustainability can make good business sense.  

Also, it is important to keep in mind that people’s behaviours are fundamental in 

moving towards sustainability. The most environmentally ethical housing project is no 

guarantor of sustainable living, and the short-term ecological costs of construction will 

only be compounded if its residents engage in wasteful or destructive lifestyles into the 

future. As I concluded in the previous chapter, this issue goes well beyond the Games, 

as it is part of an inherent cultural factor of the host city itself. However, the Games can 

accelerate changes that have already been set in motion within a host city. 

Consequently, based upon the optimistic perspective, sustainable Olympic Games must 

(Furrer, 2002):  
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• Develop and deliver a sustainable social, economic and environmental legacy for 

the host city and region. 

• Originate as a project specifically aimed at tackling local needs or challenges, 

offering an innovative response to the demands of hosting that will maintain or even 

improve on the status quo. 

• Manage the demands of preparing and hosting the event responsibly, such that 

the requirements of the Games are met without compromising the short- and long-term 

harmony of the urban, cultural and environmental locale. 

• Provide a benefit to all tiers of the host’s society. 

• Pre-empt and resolve any risks or conflicts that could be caused for local 

residents. 

• Be ambitious but realistic about the capabilities of the city when setting the 

targets and commitments to be achieved. 

Establishing these as starting principles, and following them through the various stages 

of the Games, should now be viewed as an essential practice. The bodies administrating 

future Olympic events must demonstrate true authority in ensuring that the label of 

‘sustainability’ is not just achieved, but deserved. The level of success in attaining the 

goal of hosting truly sustainable Games is still to be assessed by future research. 

5.1 Future recommendations 
Although there are a lot of ‘good practices’ regarding sustainability at the Olympic 

Games, I would like to highlight some recommendations that have resulted from my 

thesis. These recommendations could also be applied to other major sport events: 

1. Adopt an integrated, realistic and long-term approach. The organization of 

events should set objectives for sustainability which filter through every aspect of the 

project: from pre-event planning and the construction of facilities, to the holding of the 

Games themselves; and onward through the post-event administration and the 

transitioning into the legacy to come (Interview 7). The goals should be far-seeing and 

far-reaching but also attainable, such that the Games leave in their wake the best 

possible impression on the future. 

2 Make mandatory the adoption of a sustainability management system for 

major sport events. A sustainability management system for major sporting events, 

such as the new international standard ISO 20121 developed during London 2012, will 
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provide a structured and uniform approach for addressing sustainability aspects in mega 

sport events. There is no point in establishing mandatory specific sustainability 

requirements (such as an obligation to reduce the carbon footprint by 20%, or to 

achieve zero landfill waste, for example) because, thinking practically, each city has 

very different realities and infrastructures and specific goals can be inappropriate in 

different locations. It is almost impossible to impose “one-size-fits-all” set of indicators 

and the same strict requirements across the board. By contrast, a sustainability 

management system is applicable to the different contexts of cities in Asia, Europe, 

Africa, and all across the world, because it does not establish specific requirements; 

instead, it provides the framework and core processes that shape the way of working, 

where sustainability is crucial at every decision point (governance, procurement, 

stakeholder engagement, etc.).  

3. Involvement of NGOs. NGO partners can facilitate the establishment and 

execution of targets throughout the process of hosting Games, from the earliest planning 

roles to delivery and evaluation of the event itself. If properly integrated and respected 

within the process, their independence can allow them greater flexibility to innovate, 

while their presence can provide the hosting agent both with an outside motivation to 

meet binding targets and also added credibility, not to mention skill and specialization. 

4. Public participation. More than any other category of participant, the citizens of a 

hosting nation hold a stake in the legacy the Olympic Games leaves them with. Without 

consultation and response regarding local needs and expectations from the earliest 

opportunity, the capacity of the games to achieve long-term sustainability is highly 

unlikely.  

5. Establish an independent assurance body. Pairing each Olympics with an 

independent watchdog would almost certainly mean a greater commitment to 

implementing the sometimes ubiquitous pledges made every four years to offer the 

“greenest Games ever”. Dedicated monitoring would result in higher levels of 

transparency and accountability, helping the IOC and the public in general to be sure 

that a host city’s commitments to sustainability are in fact met. As an example, the 

Commission for a Sustainable London 2012, reported to the Olympic Board and the 

British public that the Games were hitting their sustainability targets. Such an 

independent body would be tasked with delivering consistent and accurate oversight, 
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and should be comprised of experts in both the typical sustainability needs of the Games 

and those of the particular hosting city. 

6. Transfer of knowledge. Even an event as singular as a specific Olympic Games 

does not exist in a vacuum. Lessons are there to be learned from previous events, just as 

the activities, experiences and challenges faced by the current hosts can inform those yet 

to come. London’s legacy should help shape the outcomes of Rio 2016 and Tokyo 

2020. They in turn will influence future host cities. The IOC should facilitate and 

promote knowledge sharing so the reach of a successful Olympic sustainability program 

is continually extended 
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6. Conclusion 
I defend in my thesis’ title that the origins of the environmental dimension of the 

Olympic Movement are a legacy of Barcelona 1992 because it was the first Summer 

Olympic Games that planned a systematic strategy to implement environmental and 

sustainability measures within the host city. Furthermore, it was also very significant 

that it was the first Olympic event that applied ecological awareness campaigns, 

although during late stages of the organizing process. This awareness strategy had been 

directly influenced by the recommendations and agreements decided at the 1992 Earth 

Summit. For these reasons, the real importance Barcelona 1992 is that it gave the first 

step towards the same objective, to promote a more sustainable Olympic event. This 

way was followed later on by Lillehammer’94, Sydney’00, Torino’06, etc. 

The increasing recognition by the IOC of its responsibility for sustainable 

development is clear from the presence of the issue within the Olympic Charter, along 

with the various sustainability-related documents and guidebooks it now makes 

available. Also it is demonstrated by the fact that concerns for sustainability issues and 

long-term legacies have become one of the very important issues when considering the 

selection of Olympic cities.  

Nevertheless, while research has acknowledged the above-mentioned facts as a 

positive representation of the efforts made by the IOC, reality demonstrates that 

implementation of these efforts remains a challenge. Paradoxically there are still 

examples of both sustainable Games such as London and less sustainable Games like 

Sochi or Athens. This thesis has aimed to give an explanation to this conflict by 

showing the following research findings: 

- On one hand, although the IOC takes sustainability very seriously and engages 

in much monitoring, reviewing, guidance, follow-up and dialogue with host cities, the 

IOC lacks any enforcement power to ensure the implementation and fulfilment of their 

recommendations, guides, and the OGI indicators set by their partners. Also, when 

competing for the right to host the Games, candidate cities try to please the IOC and 

present very ambitious sustainability plans, creating often a gap between intentions and 

delivery. Once the elections are over, research shows that the IOC’s control over the 

host city is critically diminished and does not have that much leverage. 
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- On the other hand, the research findings support the perspective that the major 

responsibility to demonstrate concern for sustainability, and to implement it at the 

Olympic Games, rests within the Organizing bodies and the country itself. Different 

geographies and cultures obviously have different societal approaches, but also different 

starting points and needs, regarding sustainability. Therefore, the degrees of 

commitment and the extent to which sustainability is achieved will differ from host to 

host.  

To conclude, the suggested answer to my thesis question: Is it possible to achieve 

truly sustainable Olympic Games? It is that there is no single specific point where any 

event, Olympic or otherwise, could be labelled as definitively sustainable. Taking the 

Olympic Games, lots of its individual elements (all these people traveling to the Games, 

building the venues, catering) might not be sustainable; but if you look at the total 

project from beginning to end, the benefits it creates and what it leaves behind, then if 

you have effectively achieved a net benefit and done a lot more good as a result of the 

event than bad, this is heading in the direction of sustainability. The legacy of the 

Olympic Games left in the host city is the key issue in determining the achievement of 

sustainability; the only capable of outweighing the intensive use of resources that the 

games imply. 

 

6.1 Future Research 
One of my recommendations for future Olympic Games (see section 5.1) is to make 

mandatory the adoption of a sustainability management system for major sport events 

such as the new international standard ISO 20121. It could be very interesting to expand 

future research in regard to the success /failure of the implementation of such a 

sustainability management systems for achieving sustainable Olympic Games.  
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7. Appendices 
 

Appendix 1- Topic Submission of Master’s Thesis. University of 
Peloponnese. 
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Appendix 2- Guideline of Interview Questions 
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Appendix 3- Factiva_ Example list of press collection 
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Appendix 4- Timeline of Sustainability in the different Olympic 
Games (according to the Organizing Committee of Rio 2016) 

Source: Olympic Games Impact (OGI) : Baseline Report Progress Report - 
Sustainability Department (Rio 2016 Organizing Committee for the Olympic and 
Paralympic Games, 2011) 
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