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SHANGHAI: When the cauldron ignites in
Pyeongchang on February 9, it will open a se-
quence of three Olympic Games in Asia over
the next four years-highlighting the region’s
growing clout, and also the declining interest
among Western powers in holding the multi-
billion dollar events. After next month’s Winter
Games in South Korea, Tokyo will take centre
stage in 2020 and Beijing will organize the
2022 Winter Olympics-becoming the first city
to hold both a Winter and Summer Games.

South Korea (Seoul 1988), Japan (Tokyo
1964, Sapporo 1972, Nagano 1998) and China
(Beijing 2008) have all hosted Olympics before,
but clearly the appetite remains strong. Out-
side the region, enthusiasm is patchier-a fact

that was underlined when Rome, Hamburg and
Budapest all withdrew from the running to hold
the 2024 Summer Games. Last September,
2024 hopeful Los Angeles lost out to Paris but
was instead awarded 2028, four years ahead of
the normal schedule-a move perceived as the
International Olympic Committee locking in a
high-profile bidder while it still could.

Beijing-based Mark Dreyer, an expert on
China’s sports industry, said Asia’s Olympic
hat-trick signals “a global shift of power”.”If
we had three consecutive Olympics in the
West, people would not say it was so remark-
able,” Dreyer, founder of the China Sports In-
sider website, said.  “But the fact that it is in
Asia-these are the countries that are able to
bid for these events because they cost a hell of
a lot of money and often lose a hell of a lot of
money. “The Asian countries are able to do this
in a way that a lot of the Western countries are
no longer able to.

“The vibrancy of these economies, particu-
larly China and Japan, versus the West, where
people have been struggling, that’s why we are
seeing a shift towards the East.” —AFP 

‘Global shift’ as 
Olympics set up
shop in Asia

SEOUL: Pyeongchang Winter Olympics organ-
izers are entering their final preparations with
renewed confidence after neighboring North
Korea ended months of speculation by confirm-
ing its attendance, immediately easing fears
over security and ticket sales. With one month
to go, the outlook is suddenly much brighter for
the “Peace Olympics”, which had been rocked
by the drugs ban on Russia’s team and concerns
over potential disruption by the nuclear-armed
North. North Korea, which boycotted the 1988
Seoul Summer Games, this week agreed to at-
tend its first Olympics in the South, during talks
which defused soaring tensions over its nuclear
programme and missile tests.

France, Germany and Austria had all voiced
fears about competing in Pyeongchang during
the stand-off with North Korea, which lies just
80 kilometers (50 miles) away from the Olympic
site across a heavily fortified border. “Security
concerns over the North’s nuclear threats dur-
ing the Pyeongchang Olympics have evaporated
at a stroke,” Park Sung-Bae, a sports industry
expert from South Korea’s Hanyang University
said. “No one would now think the North could
lob nuclear bombs over the heads of its own
athletes.”

North and South Korea’s Olympic officials
will meet at the International Olympic Commit-
tee’s headquarters in Switzerland next week to
hammer out the details of the North’s participa-
tion. The North Korean delegation is expected
to run into the hundreds, even though figure
skaters Ryom Tae-Ok and Kim Ju-Sik are their
only two athletes who qualified to compete-and
subsequently missed a deadline to register for

the Games. The IOC has said it will consider of-
fering wildcards to North Korean athletes.
Cross-country skiers and speed skaters are un-
derstood to be among those who could benefit.

According to reports, the North Koreans-in-
cluding its “army of beauties” female cheering
squad-could be accommodated on a cruise ship
off the nearby coastal city of Sokcho. “There
has been plenty of speculation on whether
North Korea would participate or not, but now
that it’s been confirmed, we’ll have to be pre-
pared that much more,” said Lee Hee-Beom,
head of the organizing committee, according to
Yonhap news agency. “Accommodation for ath-
letes and other officials is all ready. Since the
cheering and performing squads will also make
their way, we’ll have to make our preparations
accordingly.”

Missing in action 
The news of North Korea’s involvement is

highly welcome for Pyeongchang after Russia’s
team was barred en masse by the International
Olympic Committee (IOC) last month over a
wide-ranging doping conspiracy. Pyeongchang
will also be missing top ice hockey stars, as the
National Hockey League (NHL) is snubbing the
event after the International Olympic Commit-
tee refused to pay costs such as travel and in-
surance. According to organizers, about
703,000 Olympic tickets had been sold as of
January 9, nearly 60 percent of the 1.18 million
available. About half of all Olympics tickets are
normally sold in the last two months and during
the Games, they say.

The Games are being held in a remote, pre-

viously low-key corner of South Korea, far from
the traditional winter sports markets of Europe
and North America. But Scott Snyder, of the
Council on Foreign Relations think tank in the
US, said North Korea’s participation “will be an
enormously reassuring signal to athletes, offi-
cials, and spectators who might otherwise have

hesitated to come to South Korea due to rising
inter-Korean tensions”. Although Russia’s team
is banned, “clean” Russian athletes who pass
strict protocols will be allowed to compete
under a neutral flag. Russia’s Olympic chief,
Alexander Zhukov, has said about 200 athletes
could compete in this way.—AFP 

Clouds lift; North Korea boosts 
Pyeongchang Winter Olympics

Outlook is suddenly much brighter for ‘Peace Olympics’

PYEONGCHANG: Members of the South Korean air force Black Eagle aerobatic team perform
above the ski jump venue of the Pyeongchang 2018 winter Olympics, in Pyeongchang. —AFP 

LONDON: The 2014 Sochi Winter Olympics
skewed the future of the Games because the esti-
mated $50 billion budget bankrolled by Russian
President Vladimir Putin’s government has put off
future bidders.  The view is shared by Hugh
Robertson, the then British sports minister respon-
sible for delivering the 2012 London Summer
Games and former International Olympic Commit-
tee (IOC) marketing director Michael Payne,
speaking ahead of next month’s Pyeongchang
Games.

A St Moritz and Davos 2026 candidacy in
Switzerland and bid by Austria’s Innsbruck were
last year fatally holed by adverse results in refer-
endums.  “Stories emanating out of Sochi costing
$50 billion were misleading as the vast majority —
$48 billion-lay in regeneration of the region not the
Games,” said Robertson, who is now chairman of
the British Olympic Association (BOA).

“People can draw the wrong conclusions from

those figures and it doesn’t encourage bids, espe-
cially if they are put to referenda as the cost can
be dangled as an argument against.” Payne said the
error could have been nipped in the bud if then
IOC president Jacques Rogge had stepped in and
clarified the difference between the cost of the
event and the funds used for developing the region.
“Of course the alpine valleys in Austria and Ger-
many, they say ‘we watch the Games and we love
to participate in them but we can’t afford to host
them at that price’,” said Payne.

Payne, who moved on after the 2004 Olympics
to fulfill a similar role for Bernie Ecclestone in For-
mula One, said the IOC had to seize the initiative in
the battle of social media and the airwaves. “I just
don’t think they have got control of the communi-
cations debate, which is critical to the referenda,”
he said. “The Games are in good shape but the road
to finding hosts is a work in progress and they are
fixing it but it isn’t yet fixed.” Payne says a more
volatile electorate-as shown in the Brexit result-
has complicated the process and neither political
parties nor sports organizations understand the
new dynamic. Robertson, a former soldier who
served as a junior Foreign Office minister before
stepping down from parliament at the 2015 elec-
tion, said Bach needs to take the Games back to
their old values. — AFP 

Putin’s Sochi price
tag cost Winter
Games dear


