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KUALA LUMPUR: The International Olympic
Committee has strengthened human rights
demands for cities vying for the Olympics, but
has little choice when deciding between
China and Kazakhstan for the 2022 Winter
Games today. Both countries have “extremely
poor” records on basic rights, according to
Human Rights Watch which has called on the
IOC to force the winner to stick to commit-
ments made under the Olympic deal. The IOC
passed reforms in December which included
a demand that host cities ban sexual discrimi-
nation and guarantee free reporting of the
Olympics. That came partly after outrage over
Russia’s anti-gay law introduced just before it
hosted the 2014 Winter Games in Sochi. But

the Olympic leadership can do little about
government action against opponents.

IOC president Thomas Bach often says
that national laws have to be respected, and
rights have not figured strongly in the public
debate about whether the 2022 Games
should go to Beijing or Almaty, the former
Kazakh capital.  China, the favorites for the
2022 vote by the IOC, this month detained or
called for questioning more than 130 lawyers
in its latest crackdown, according to Chinese
rights groups. In Kazakhstan, there were
“between 350 and 400 complaints of torture
and other ill-treatment... annually in 2013 and
2014,” according to rights group Amnesty
International. Nursultan Nazarbayev, the

authoritarian president, regularly faces criti-
cism from abroad.

‘Extreme test’
Oil-rich Kazakhstan’s Prime Minister Karim

Massimov said that holding the Olympics
could improve the political atmosphere. “We
have 100 different ethnic groups and 40 dif-
ferent confessions” and have created “peace-
ful development”, Massimov told reporters
yesterday while lobbying in Kuala Lumpur for
the Olympic bid. “I strongly believe in the fact
that Almaty 2022 and the direction of the
Olympic movement will influence the human
rights development in the country and I will
do whatever it takes to make it happen.

“We will do everything in accordance
with international Olympic movement direc-
tion. It’s not because of the IOC, its because
we mean that.” China, which was hailed for
its 2008 summer Olympics, has long insisted
that politics should be kept out of sport.
“While it is only normal for different groups
to raise specific interests around major sport-
ing events, we believe in the Olympic
Charter’s vision to protect the power of sport
from political influence,” said a statement
sent to AFP by the Beijing bid committee
when asked about human rights.  “Beijing
2022 will continue to follow the Olympic
Charter and stand by the effort to keep poli-
tics and sport separate.”— AFP 

Human rights given low profile in 2022 Games debate

LOS ANGELES: Members of the Explosive All-Stars cheer athletes during track competition at the Special
Olympics World Games at the University of Southern California in Los Angeles. — AP 

IOC faces tricky choice for 
2022 Winter Olympic host

KUALA LUMPUR: The global economic crisis
and the shifting power-base of world sport
have left the International Olympic Committee
(IOC) facing a difficult decision. Today, in a
convention centre in downtown Kuala
Lumpur, the IOC membership will cast their
vote to decide the host city for the 2022
Winter Olympics. In normal times, the election
of an Olympic host city is a hotly-contested
event with the candidates hosting lavish
receptions and tuning on the offensive charm
to win the right to stage one of the biggest
festivals in world sport. But not this time. There
are only two candidates, both somewhat
unlikely; Beijing and Almaty, Kazakhstan,
ensuring that Asia will host three Olympics in a
row after Pyeongchang, South Korea was
awarded the 2018 Winter Games and Tokyo
the 2022 Summer Games.

For the IOC, it is a double-edged sword.
The appeal of taking the biggest events to
Asia, home to more than half of the world’s
population and boasting the fastest growing
regional economy in the world, is obvious and
irresistible. But it is the lack of interest from
other parts of the world that worries the IOC.
Four different candidates from Europe origi-
nally entered the bidding race, but all dropped
out, mostly because of the escalating costs.

Last week, Tokyo were forced to scrap their
plans for their new national stadium, which
will be the centrepiece of the 2020 Summer
Games, for a cheaper version.

This week, Boston pulled out of the run-
ning for the 2024 Summer Games, two years
even before the vote takes place. The IOC has
already taken steps to address the issue, intro-
ducing a range of new reforms at the end of
last year, called Olympic Agenda 2020.
Designed to make the bidding and staging of
the Olympics much cheaper, they will kick in
for the 2024 bidding race although both
Beijing and Almaty have already embraced
elements in their proposed plans. “There are
positive signs that we are moving in the right
direction,” the IOC president Thomas Bach said
at yesterday’s official opening of the session.

“Olympic Agenda 2020 gives us a clear
vision of where we are headed, how we can
protect the uniqueness of the Olympic Games
and strengthen Olympic values in society.
“But this is not the time to look back - our
focus has to be on the road ahead.” For the
IOC, the choice between Beijing and Almaty is
still a tricky one. The Chinese capital is the
clear favorite but it’s not quite the David v
Goliath battle most would expect. Money is
not a problem for either candidate. Both have

rapidly growing economies and a lot of the
facilities already in place. Beijing has a proven
record, having hosted the Summer Olympics
in 2008. If chosen for 2022, Beijing would
become the first city to host both the Summer
and Winter Olympics.

The bidding committee plans to use many
of the buildings that hosted events in 2008 for
the indoor ice events in 2022, but the outdoor
events present more problems. The two
mountain venues, Yanqing and Zhangjiakou,
are 60 and 140 kilometers away, and can only
be reached by an as-yet unbuilt high-speed
train. And the mountains don’t get enough
natural snow for the alpine events, forcing
organizers to cover the slopes with tons of
man-made flakes. Almaty, by comparison, is a
winter wonderland. Nestled in Central Asia,
the financial capital of Kazakhstan is sur-
rounded by 4,000 metre mountains in the
Tien Shan ranges.

The second-largest former Soviet oil pro-
ducer after Russia, Kazakhstan bid for the 2014
Winter Olympics but failed to make it past the
first round and hopes that winning the vote
this time will help develop businesses beyond
the energy sector as oil prices fall. “This bid is
about more than sport for us,” Almaty 2022
vice-chairman Andrey Kryukov said. — Reuters

Beijing and Almaty make 
final pitch for 2022 votes
KUALA LUMPUR: Beijing and Almaty made their final bids for the
2022 Winter Olympics with China’s basketball legend Yao Ming
countering Kazakhstan’s prime minister in the battle to sway deci-
sion-makers ahead of today’s vote. China, because of its political and
economic clout, is the strong favorite in the smallest contest for a
Winter Olympics in four decades. But the Kazakh city, Almaty, has
gained ground in recent months with its compact Games plan and
the promise of “real” snow while most of China’s will be machine
made. Eighty-six International Olympic Committee (IOC) members
will vote in a secret ballot today in Kuala Lumpur after final presen-
tations by the Asian rivals. “Both candidate cities, we wish all the
very best for tomorrow and thank them already now for their great
contribution to the Olympic movement,” IOC president Thomas
Bach said as he opened the special session yesterday. Former
Houston Rockets centre Yao will be one of the stars of the Chinese
show for the IOC today, promising to spread the appeal of winter
sports in the rising world power.

Beijing, which hosted the 2008 Olympics, wants to become the
first city to stage the summer and winter Games. “We offer the
proven capability to host the Games and much more: the chance for
winter sports to reach millions of new people and grow into the
future,” said Beijing’s mayor Wang Anshun. Kazakhstan’s Prime
Minister Karim Massimov will lead the oil-rich former Soviet repub-
lic’s call to be allowed to claim a place on the world map. Almaty is
making its second bid to get the Winter Olympics. “I’m talking to IOC
members, I strongly believe we have a good chance to make it hap-
pen,” Massimov said.

Beijing favorites
Six cities were originally in the race to follow 2018 hosts

Pyeongchang in South Korea. But after Russia spent more than $50
billion to stage the 2014 Winter Games in Sochi, Oslo, Stockholm,
Krakow in Poland and Lviv in Ukraine all withdrew because of cost
fears and local politics. Beijing is considered a ‘safe bet’ by IOC mem-
bers because of its experience from 2008. Some venues from 2008,
including the Bird’s Nest national stadium, will be used again.
China’s weakness is the distance between venues-Zhangjiakou
which will host nordic skiing and ski jumping is 200 kilometers (125
miles) from Beijing  and its lack of snow.

All of Almaty’s venues are within 30 kilometers of the former capi-
tal. Almaty which has plentiful snow and dramatic mountain scenery
around the city has also made veiled digs at China’s reliance on artifi-
cial snow flakes, with its campaign entitled “Keeping It Real.” IOC
president Thomas Bach told AFP ahead of the vote that there are two
“excellent” candidates and that he was not disappointed that there
are only two cities left. It is the smallest number of cities in the final
vote since Lake Placid in the United States won the 1980 Winter
Games unopposed. “We had just three candidates for the last Winter
Games. Due to geographical reasons there are only three continents
in the world that can organize a Winter Games,” Bach said. 

Bach has passed reforms aiming to bring down the cost and
administrative burden of hosting the Games as well as making them
more environmentally friendly. After the largesse of Sochi, Almaty
has estimated a budget of $3.6 billion and said 70 percent of the
venues are already built. Beijing has said it will spend $3.06 billion,
but that does not include an estimated $5 billion for a high speed
train from Beijing to Zhangjiakou. Both countries have human rights
records that have been condemned by activist groups. But human
rights have not played a major role in the public debate for 2022.
The announcement of the winner will be made about 0930 GMT
today.—AFP 


