VIEW : Olympics — more than just ‘Games’ — Andleeb Abbas
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With around 200 nations contesting these games, it is the single event that brings people from every culture, geography, religion and race come together

London Olympics are symbolic of the way the world is changing. With immaculate preparation and a dream opening of Hollywood standards, they started with a splendid blaze. Almost over, they live up to their image of being the most spectacular global show on earth. Nonetheless, it has been found that despite all the glitzy attraction and outstanding record-breaking spree in major sports, the hope of attracting audience willing to pay for the athletic bonanza is still wanting. But then, Olympics are much more than just a safe global investment where returns are measured in more than mere financial gains.

The Olympic Games began over 2,700 years ago in Olympia, in southwest Greece. The Games were part of a religious festival. The Greek Olympics, thought to have begun in 776 BC, inspired the modern Olympic Games (begun in 1896). The Games were held in honour of Zeus, king of the gods, and were staged every four years at Olympia, a valley near a city called Elis. People from all over the Greek world came to watch and participate. From then to now, it is a truly global event that takes the Olympic torch from city to city, with athletes and celebrities all over the world carrying this unique event to its ultimate culmination of thousands participating, millions watching on ground and billions glued to electronic and other media.

With around 200 nations contesting these games, it is the single event that brings people from every culture, geography, religion and race come together as one big group showcasing the immense potential the human race is capable of. Bigger nations have bigger stakes as with their huge resources they are expected to bag more laurels. Smaller nations are keen to compete and make themselves register on the medal table as nations who also matter.

From a financial point of view, it is supposed to be a real jackpot. Nations all over the world vie to hold this event. Venue of the next Olympics is chosen in a fiercely fought battle of bidding, lobbying, involving heads of states and many high-powered organisations and individuals. Any country hosting it has to pool in millions of pounds or dollars to create the diverse structures to accommodate the endless variety of games to be contested. However, the fierce bidding in it is also a reflection of the huge returns expected by the hosting country in terms of tickets sold and television and sponsorship rights. Since the bidding takes place seven years prior to holding it, cost overruns are a norm. However, revenues are also expected to go up beyond estimation.

With Europe in deep recession and most countries like Greece, Spain, Portugal almost bankrupt, London has felt the tremors of recession too. The economy has shrunk consistently as people became unemployed and shy of spending. Against this background, the Olympics were supposed to be the energiser needed to perk up spending with the inflow of tourists. However, so far expectations have defaulted. According to a Midway analysis, the Olympics in London turned into a loss for many segments of the urban business. The Games attracted not as many fans as expected and scared away thousands of ‘non-sporting’ tourists on whose money the Londoners counted. Hoteliers, retailers, as well as numerous museums and other cultural institutions have suffered losses.

According to The Financial Times, over 100,000 foreign visitors came to see the Olympics to London. This is more than in the past games. But fans do not focus on shopping in London and spend far less money than conventional tourists. Market analysts say that 90 percent of London’s Olympic tourists do not plan major purchases in the British capital.?The arenas in the stands do not appear to be sold-out. At this time 200,000 tickets for soccer and 100-120 thousand tickets for other events are still available. Olympics have in fact affected the number of normal tourists who throng London in summer and are spend money for different purposes. In August, London is usually visited by 300,000 foreign and 800,000 British tourists. These people have indicated that they stayed away. They were replaced by 500,000 people who purchased tickets to the Olympics. Many of them are London residents and tourists who came here to watch sporting events, and they are not that interested in the sights. They did not come here to shop, eat, or admire the beauty.

However, there is more than just money in Olympics. The fact that to date all games have gone in a safe and systematic manner is an indication that sports is the unifying peace vehicle. The fact that so many different races in the world are playing together and watching together is another lesson of valuing and celebrating the differences. The fact that big brand nations have been humbled by smaller nations in contests is a lesson of how sports truly level the playing field.

Analytically, the medal table also makes interesting study. China has always been a keen contender of Olympics but is now clearly making leadership statement. It is to date ahead of US having bagged 75 medals. Their athletic and gymnastic teams are almost mesmerisingly perfect. The other smaller nations that have done well are Kazakhstan that has six gold medals and Iran that has bagged four. While East Asians are dominating with China and South Korea in the top five, South Asia has been disappointing, to say the least. India has managed a silver medal and a couple of bronze and Pakistan failed to make it to the table at all. In the end, it is all about disciplined development. The message has always been clear. The rise of the South East Asia is not due to some extraordinary talent or resources that exist in these countries while being non-existent in South Asia. It is a culture that instills a disciplined approach, a government with focus on development and the pride and dedication of individuals to keep on raising the bar that has resulted in their ability to not only stand out in sports but in economics and many other spheres of life. The greatest benefit that any nation or individual participating or viewing these Olympics can gain is by emulating this spirit and essence that is essential to excel in any form of life.
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