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The Olympics are coming to Canada,
and with the spectacle comes the spot-
light. While Olympic proponents hope
that this will be Canada’s time to shine,
many critics argue that the Olympics
will only reveal a country tarnished by
social problems and environmental
mismanagement.

The Games generate a spotlight
wherever they go, as it has become a
widely acknowledged cliché that “the
world is watching.” Social and political
disputes are intensified as massive in-
frastructure projects displace residents,
protestors and the homeless are
pushed aside, and various lobbies and
organizations use the event as an op-
portunity to get their issue onto the na-
tional stage. Animal-rights activists,
First Nations groups, and environmen-
talists have all protested along
Canada’s torch run.

In 2008, during the Beijing
Olympics, protesting the occupation of
Tibet became cool again. That’s what
happens when the Games come to
town, along with countless cameras
and a news cycle that hungers for top-
ical controversy. The spotlight becomes
brightest just before the circus enters
full swing, but often the worry is that
the issues will be forgotten once the
Games are finished.

“It’s a nice flash in the pan,” says
Jim Elliott, the Regina chapter head of
the Council of Canadians. “The circus
comes to town, then everybody leaves,
and the homeless in Vancouver are still
homeless ... The idea of spotlighting
things on a temporal basis may be fine
for the time that it’s here but how does
that become part of the long-term strat-
egy?” 

Vancouver’s flash in the pan has
revealed a number of shadows.
Corporate sponsorship on a massive
scale often provokes controversy, and
this Olympics is no exception.
Although Petro-Canada and Coca-Cola
have been criticized for their involve-
ment with fossil fuels and water table
abuse, Royal Bank has been the main
subject of most of the anti-corporate
protests. As a major financier of
Eastern Canada’s bloody seal hunt, it

has been criticized by animal-rights
groups such as PETA. 

Royal Bank has also played a
prominent role in the development and
expansion of Alberta’s oil sands, says
Elliott. He argues that the talk of a
green and sustainable Olympics is an
attempt at “greenwashing” Royal
Bank’s image and concealing its other
activities. “The aspect of the green-
washing that we’re concerned about is
that they’re attempting to garner some
benefit from the Olympics.” He argues
that the oil sands have caused harm to
vulnerable people, such as the Ojibwe
aboriginal bands in Alberta; and envi-
ronments, such as the forests of north-
ern Saskatchewan, which receive un-

healthy amounts of acid rain from
Alberta’s emissions.

Elliott hopes that rather than at-
tempting to garner positive public rela-
tions from sponsoring events like the
Olympics, Royal Bank and other cor-
porations may use their clout to make
a real difference in the world. “Some
corporations actually mandate as part
of their corporate responsibility that
ten per cent of the profits go to charity,”
he says. The shareholders of the busi-
ness annually decide where that
money should go. 

“With any type of entity or corpo-
ration, there is a reciprocal obligation
or a responsibility ... rather than neces-
sarily just passing money down to the
shareholders as dividends or revenues,
could it be used for donations?” He
imagines that Royal Bank would have

“a lot more customers” if it used some
of its revenue to donate, say, $1 billion
to Haiti.

Unfortunately for Royal Bank, in-
volvement with the Olympics has
brought a unique set of problems and
vicious opposition. Royal Bank loca-
tions in several cities have been vandal-
ized in the past few years with the
Olympics in mind. When asked what
he thinks about these forms of protest,
Elliott says that he disapproves of such
tactics but can understand where that
anger comes from. “We don’t talk
about stuff, we don’t discuss things,”
he says. “There are no natural venues
to get that question out there.”

Homelessness has also been an in-
creasingly serious issue in the lead-up
to the Olympics, as the homeless pop-
ulation in Vancouver has skyrocketed
and the city has taken dubious steps to
handle the problem. Homeless people
living within Olympic security zones
will be removed by police during the
Games. Although the Vancouver po-
lice have maintained that the homeless
will be offered shelter or given help to
go wherever they want, and only ar-
rested if they refuse to leave the area,
many Olympic critics suspect that the
reality will not be so benign.

“They made it illegal to be home-
less,” says Marc Spooner, an assistant
professor at the U of R who special-
izes in educational psychology and has
worked for years on issues of social
justice and homelessness. “They can, if
they feel it’s in your best interest, arrest
you for being homeless ... [They’re]
criminalizing an activity that people
are forced into.”

Spooner objects to the extravagant
costs of the Olympics at a time when
the homeless problem is worse than
ever. “One of the slogans I like to go by
is ‘Homes before Games’,” he says, re-
ferring to the popular Olympic protest
slogan. “It [the Games] displaces a lot
of our most poor, the most marginal-
ized ... They also cut a lot of programs
out. If you’re spending $6 billion on
something, that money comes from
somewhere.”

The Games were originally pro-
jected to generate benefits and rev-
enues to the city and province in the
range of $10 billion, far outweighing
the costs. However, Price Waterhouse

Coopers recently released a study
showing that the direct economic ben-
efit will be more like $1 billion.

Elliott and Spooner both criticize
how the Olympics have become an
economic juggernaut divorced from
the values of human excellence
through sport. “You’ve got these
$15,000 sleds with fancy this, and aero-
dynamic this, and chemically this,”
says Elliott. “It’s much more about
technical expertise than human excel-
lence.” He would like to see the
Olympics opened up to more people.
“Instead of having 75 people running a
marathon, you could have 7,500. You
know, a hundred people from every
country could come, instead of three.”

The corporatism and expense of
today’s Olympics make it untenable
when there are other national priori-
ties, Spooner says. “It becomes this
multinational, corporate-driven specta-
cle that I don’t think has a lot to do
with the athleticism and more to do
with big money. That’s $6 billion of
taxpayer money ... We could better
spend our money, as a collective, on
securing that people have food and
shelter.

“I think we should scale the
Olympics back to what its primary
stance was, to have nations compete
in a peaceful manner and to push ath-
letes to the best that we can be ... The
pressure is so great on countries to win
medals, you get into doping and who
has the best equipment, with the best
doctors, so it’s not really a level playing
field.”

Spooner also accuses the Olympics
of provoking a spirit of “uncritical na-
tionalism” and “blind patriotism” that

is unwarranted, given the scope of the
problems we face. “If we’re that great,
why do we have homeless people in a
country as rich as ours?” The Olympics
tends to stifle genuine political debate,
he says, because critics are often ac-
cused of not supporting athletes.
“Being a participant in democracy is to
be a critical participant. We’ve got to
critique and re-evaluate what we’re do-
ing at all times.”

Ultimately, Elliott says, we have to
seriously ask ourselves what we want
from events like the Olympics. “The
Olympics, in and of itself, I don’t think
needs to be curtailed or stopped,” he
says. “I think there’s still value to the
achievement of physical and mental
excellence ... What are we trying to
achieve? Is it to reduce obesity, is it to
instil some strength and personal
goals, to aspire to something?” The
Olympics’ flash-in-the-pan character
means that it’s difficult to capture en-
thusiasm and get an entire population
active and healthy. “It’s here for three
days, it’s gone, and what happens for
the rest of the winter? The highlight is
on the few individuals who are there,
but how does that translate into ongo-
ing recreations?”

The elusiveness of long-term
strategies and solutions to endemic
problems are serious issues, worth re-
membering as Canadians count
medals this month. Every civilization
needs its spectacles, but citizens have
to judge whether or not they are get-
ting more than mere bread and circuses
from their leaders.

In any event, the issue is not with
the spirit of the Olympics, nor with the
unassailable virtue and fortitude of the
athletes, but with the institution and its
effects on societies. The Olympics is a
multibillion-dollar franchise that seems
to descend from the sky every other
year; it magnifies and distorts what is
already there, and often reveals host
societies to themselves and the world
from unappealing angles, like a trick
mirror at a carnival. In the end, the
problem is not in our circus, but in our-
selves.
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Attack of the five-ring circus
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COC Regina chair Jim Elliott:
“The circus comes to town,
then everybody leaves, and the
homeless in Vancouver are still
homeless.”

Prof. Marc Spooner: “They
made it illegal to be homeless.”
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Inuksuit and inunguat photos courtesy of Wikipedia

Ilanaaq, the Vancouver Olympics mascot,
stands on Whistler Mountain.

The Vancouver 2010 Olympics logo
prominently displays a famous but of-
ten misnamed native symbol.

An inuksuk on Nunavut’s flag. Inuksuit (plural of inuksuk) on Baffin Island.
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Native communities across Canada
have long been divided on the
Olympic issue, with some offering sup-
port while others decry government
ignorance, hypocrisy, or encroachment.
Although the Vancouver Olympic
theme centres on Canada’s Inuit, this
recognition has brought a unique set of
challenges.

The first and most obvious is loca-
tion. Since the nearest Inuit settlement
is roughly 1,000 kilometres away, many
First Nations from the Vancouver area
are irritated that their culture is being

ignored.
Cultural sensitivity also takes a

blow when the defining symbols of the
event are misconstrued, as with Ilanaaq
the Inuksuk. The name “Ilanaaq”
means friendship, but it’s the second
Inuit word that has led to trouble.

“Inuit never build inuksuit with
head, legs and arms,” former Nunavut
Commissioner Peter Irniq told CBC
back in 2005. “These are not called
inuksuit. These are called inunguat, im-
itation of man, imitation of a person.”

University of Regina professor
Marc Spooner goes so far as to say that
the First Nations aspect of the
Olympics is nothing but “empty sym-
bols” in a wholly commercialized

event.
On the provincial stage, there have

been struggles between the B.C. gov-
ernment and native groups in the inte-
rior of the province, over the construc-
tion or expansion of roads and ski
resorts, while the homelessness issue
has disproportionately impacted First
Nations individuals living in urban
centres. Accusations of systemic racism
and “stolen land” will likely resonate
in B.C. for years.

Taken together, these issues repre-
sent for many a black cloud within the
silver lining of good wishes for native
communities in the 2010 Olympics.

Holes in the native brand
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increase to Olympic security
costs; now $900 million from ini-
tial estimates of $175 million

homeless people in Metro
Vancouver as of March 11, 2008;
now 3,000 by some estimates
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The Olympics are incredibly expen-
sive. We’re talking Bernie Madoff
ponzi scheme caliber economic drain-
ing.

In 2004, Vancouver was warded
the 2010 Winter Olympics – beating
PyeongChang, South Korea by only
four votes – with an operational price
tag of approximately $1.3 billion. The
original estimate eventually increased
to $1.7 billion in 2009, which was
largely due to significant increases in
funding to security. Initially, security
was expected to cost approximately
$200 million, but in February 2009
CBC reported that those costs were ex-
pected to be upwards of $900 million. 

As of February 2010, the total cost
of the Games is estimated to be $6 bil-
lion. The majority of the costs are at-
tributable largely to massive infra-
structure improvements across British
Columbia. The Olympic Village devel-
opment has been the most prominent
example of financial misestimates and
controversy, as the construction costs
were significantly over budget and re-
quired additional taxpayer funding.
But even without misestimates, the
costs of construction for such world-
class buildings as the award winning
Richmond Olympic Oval were incred-
ibly expensive to begin with. BC Place,
which will only serve to host the open-
ing and closing ceremonies, received
over $150 million for renovations.

Most of the funding for the Games
comes from sponsorships and income
from broadcasting rights. But approx-
imately $580 million also comes from
taxpayers. However, such a figure
does not factor additional taxpayer
money being spent elsewhere. For ex-
ample, the Saskatchewan government
has spent approximately $7 million on
the Saskatchewan Pavilion in
Vancouver. How much of that money
will be funded directly from taxpayer
revenue is unknown. 

After the plummeting North
American stock market and recession
in 2008, there were increasing concerns

that Games-related projects would be-
come increasingly over budget.
Websites such as 2010watch.com, “The
Official Site of the 2010 Games
Watchdog Committee”, were the pub-
lic’s response to such concerns. But
long before North America’s increas-
ingly uncertain economic disparity,
Canadians have been extremely con-
cerned about the manner in which
money is being spent on the 2010
Olympics. Environmentalists have
condemned the province’s funding of
the construction of new roads and
highways made possible by expensive
and potentially environmentally
harmful practices; i.e. cutting down a
lot of trees. Also, First Nations groups
are particularly concerned with how
money is being spent, as several
Olympic projects have been conducted
on “stolen land.”

When the Games are over, a Price-
Waterhouse report projects benefits
and revenues for British Columbia to
be approximately $10 billion, with di-
rect revenues being approximately $1
billion. Regardless of the figures, end-
less reports and “watchdogs” will be
breaking down the economic positives
and negatives of the 2010 Olympic
Games for years to come. 

Billions spent on bringing
Olympics to Canada

337733%%
increase of Vancouver’s
homeless population
between 2002 and 2008

Homeless people living within Olympic security zones will be removed by police during the Games.
Deputy Chief Const. Steve Sweeney told reporters in 2009 that the homeless will be offered shelter
or given help to go wherever they want, and only arrested if they refuse to leave the area. However,
many Olympic critics argue that the police are forcibly gentrifying certain neighbourhoods and en-
gaging in “social cleansing.”
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Very early construction on the Olympic Village.

2010 price tag 
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“...the
Saskatchewan
government has
spent aapppprrooxxii--
mmaatteellyy $$77 mmiill--
lliioonn on the
Saskatchewan
Pavillion in
Vancouver.”


