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Accountability in the delivery of Mega Sport 

Events (MSEs) is an overarching value to improve 

the governance of these events. It is an essential 

step towards developing infrastructure in host 

countries which meets people’s needs and does not 

alienate citizens and communities during planning 

and delivery stages. However, opacity in the legal 

structure of international sports organisations, 

secrecy of information on the part of governments 

and delivery authorities, and a lack of space for 

informed participation threaten accountability in the 

implementation of infrastructure delivered for these 

events. Developing a space for social dialogue and 

engagement could address low accountability and 

participation. Commitment from sports organisations to 

change their status as non-profits and abide by broad 

disclosure obligations could see these organisations lead 

by example and provide necessary support to improve 

the dynamics of accountability.  

CHANGING THE GAME:  
A critical analysis of accountability in Mega 
Sport Event infrastructure delivery

Author: Maria da Graça Prado

Abstract

It is true that accountability has costs. It is also true 
that avoiding accountability has potentially much 

larger costs

Performance Audit Review, The Sydney 2000 Olympic  

and Paralympic Games, preface

Credit: Matushchak Anton/shutterstock.com

https://www.audit.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/pdf-downloads/1999_Jan_Report_The_Sydney_2000_Olympic_and_Paralympic_Games_Review_of_estimates.pdf
https://www.audit.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/pdf-downloads/1999_Jan_Report_The_Sydney_2000_Olympic_and_Paralympic_Games_Review_of_estimates.pdf


Page 2

In Robert Klitgaard’s famous quote, corruption emerges 

where there is a monopoly, a discretionary power and 

the lack of accountability. Although a simplistic formula 

– corruption equals monopoly plus discretion minus 

accountability – it has the merit of placing accountability 

(or lack thereof) as a key factor to explain corruption. 

MSEs have become big business, with large sums of 

public resources allocated to deliver the infrastructure 

for these events. Despite the use of tax-payers’ money, 

the assessment of MSEs provides many examples of 

a lack of public accountability. The first paper in this 

EAP Insights series focussed on the abuses suffered 

by construction workers. The second paper addressed 

the issue of large-scale corruption in the delivery of 

infrastructure for the events. Both of these scenarios can 

be traced to situations where accountability is weak. 

In our third paper in this series we discuss the meaning 

of accountability as an overarching value to improve the 

governance of MSEs and the delivery of infrastructure 

related to these events. We highlight the challenges 

of establishing accountability mechanisms, explore the 

consequences that a lack of accountability can generate 

in addition to corruption and labour exploitation, 

and discuss how channels of civic engagement can 

help close the accountability gap. We also present 

recommendations that we believe are key to 

overcoming these challenges.

Introduction

According to the UNDP, accountability can be defined 

as “a relationship between two bodies, in which 

the performance of one is subject to oversight by 

another”. Depending on the theoretical affiliation 

adopted, accountability can be seen as a principal-agent 

relationship where citizens are the ultimate principals 

with the state acting on their behalf to provide public 

goods and services. From a human rights approach, 

accountability is built on the basis of a relationship 

between a bearer of a right and public agents who hold 

the duty of fulfilling and respecting that right. 

1   Accountability in the context of MSEs 

   Horizontal accountability consists of formal relationships within the state itself, whereby one 
state actor has the formal authority to demand explanations or impose penalties on another. Its 
focus is on internal checks and oversight processes. 

Vertical forms of accountability are those in which citizens and their associations play direct roles 
in holding the powerful to account. Elections are the formal institutional channel of vertical 
accountability. But there are also informal processes through which citizens organize themselves 
into associations capable of lobbying governments and private service providers.

Diagonal accountability operates in a domain between the vertical and horizontal dimensions. It 
refers to the phenomenon of direct citizen engagement with horizontal accountability institutions 
when provoking better oversight of state actions. Citizens by-pass cumbersome or compromised 
formal accountability systems to engage in policy-making, budgeting, expenditure tracking and 
other similar activities.

Transparency and Accountability Initiative

https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/1998/03/pdf/klitgaar.pdf
http://engineersagainstpoverty.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/EAP-Insight-Labour.pdf
http://engineersagainstpoverty.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/EAP-Insight_Corruption.pdf
file:///C://Users/Maria/Downloads/Chapter1_Social_accountability_changing_region_Report_English_Gov_Week_Cairo_March_14%20(1).pdf
file:///C://Users/Maria/Downloads/Chapter1_Social_accountability_changing_region_Report_English_Gov_Week_Cairo_March_14%20(1).pdf
file:///C://Users/Maria/Downloads/Chapter1_Social_accountability_changing_region_Report_English_Gov_Week_Cairo_March_14%20(1).pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/211686872.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/211686872.pdf
https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/237.pdf
https://www.transparency-initiative.org/blog/1179/tai-definitions/
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Accountability mechanisms may not be sufficient to 

generate a public response, so adding the ‘social voice’ 

– understood as both the capacity of people to express 

their views and the participatory ways in which they do 

so – can help to address these shortcomings. A social 

voice can create a short route of accountability where 

citizens directly engage decision-makers to improve the 

delivery of services, monitor performance and expose 

failures. 

According to Mark Bovens, four questions arise when 

establishing accountability: who should render account? 

To whom is account to be rendered? About what is 

account to be rendered? Why is the actor compelled to 

render account? 

In the context of MSEs, the substantial sums of public 

money used to deliver the infrastructure required for 

these events impose a duty on host governments to 

keep citizens duly informed of how public funds are 

spent. But accountability does not stop at governments. 

Because the decisions taken by international sports 

organisations directly impact the lives and livelihoods 

of citizens and communities in host countries, and 

the events they promote are largely built on public 

funds, the same rationale would apply to the sports 

organisations, giving rise to a duty to inform the public 

about their operation and decision-making processes. 

The obligation of sports organisations to render 

accounts to the public is not specified, which 

creates room for these organisations to avoid public 

accountability. But with MSEs “gaining in political and 

financial significance”, accountability of international 

sports organisations is necessary to ensure the integrity 

of public funds, including in relation to infrastructure 

expenditure.

Action for Good Governance in International Sports 

Organisations, (Page 14)

Decision M & G Media Limited v 2010 FIFA World Cup 

Organising Committee, (Page 42)

Since sport, both at amateur and at professional 
level, relies heavily on public sector support, 

INGSOs [International Non-Governmental Sports 
Organisations] are also expected to demonstrate a 
high degree of accountability to their surrounding 

community. (…) Indeed, it is important that an 
INGSO is accountable to the citizens who are 
directly affected by its decisions, in particular 
when it is involved in decision making with 

repercussions for other policy areas and for large 
sections of the citizens

Government may be found wherever government 
funds go. Where government funds go, so too 

should follow transparency and accountability of 
those who handle those funds. It matters not who 
is entrusted with the task, nor for what the funds 
are being distributed, whether for social grants, 
for catering contracts for prisons, or for opening 
ceremonies of the World Cup. Where the funds 

emanate from ‘the people’, the entity dealing in 
those funds is or should be performing a public 

function or exercising a public power

https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/237.pdf
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/5986/WDR%202004%20-%20English.pdf
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Analysing-and-Assessing-Accountability%3A-A-Framework-Bovens/962f4540f07019a79836a1cad5ab9ef55f9ee562
https://www.kennisbanksportenbewegen.nl/?file=6382&m=1459949012&action=file.download
https://www.kennisbanksportenbewegen.nl/?file=6382&m=1459949012&action=file.download
https://playthegame.org/fileadmin/documents/Good_governance_reports/AGGIS_Final_report.pdf
https://playthegame.org/fileadmin/documents/Good_governance_reports/AGGIS_Final_report.pdf
https://globalfreedomofexpression.columbia.edu/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/MG-v-FIFA.pdf
https://globalfreedomofexpression.columbia.edu/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/MG-v-FIFA.pdf
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We understand that the challenges of accountability in 

MSEs are connected to the three stakeholders involved 

in this process: (i) international sports organisations, (ii) 

host governments as duty-bearers, and (iii) citizens and 

civic groups as rights-holders.

International sports organisations

Looking at the structure of international sports 

organisations, the lack of accountability in MSEs seems 

to be by design. More than 60 of these entities are 

headquartered in Switzerland where oversight has 

traditionally been low and pushes for transparency only 

started recently.  

In terms of protection, Swiss law allows sports 

organisations to be incorporated as non-profit 

associations, which creates many challenges for 

accountability. Although associations must be ‘non-

commercial’, Swiss law makes a distinction between ‘non-

commercial activities’ and ‘non-commercial purposes’, 

allowing sports entities to develop profitable activities 

and still be incorporated as non-profit associations if their 

purpose is to promote sports and competitions. 

This gives rise to a clear contradiction whereby entities 

that make big money still enjoy great freedom 

concerning self-regulation and low scrutiny, as they are 

not subject to the same obligations imposed on normal 

businesses. Sports organisations, for example, are not 

bound to disclose information on salaries and financial 

compensation paid to staff and leadership teams which 

adds opacity to the way they operate.

Because of this legal structure, sports organisations also 

lack the scrutiny that would come from shareholders 

interested in learning how corporate funds are being 

invested. The organisational structure based on 

membership, rather than the ownership of shares, 

creates room for these organisations to treat national 

members differently and distribute benefits to members 

as they see appropriate. 

2   The challenges of accountability in  
       Mega Sport Events 

Good governance in International Non Governmental Sport 

Organisations: an empirical study on accountability, participation 

and executive body members in Sport Governing Bodies, (Page 201)

Obstacles to accountability in international sports governance, 

(Page 8)

SGBs [Sport Governing Bodies] are able to choose 
the optimal regulatory context for their 

operations and as such they pick a favourable 
environment as the home base for their 

international activities. Reportedly, this is mostly 
Switzerland, where they are embedded into a 

legal system that gives them enormous protection 
against internal and external examination

The difference in governance practices between 
public corporations, multilateral institutions and 

sports organisations is striking. For example, if one 
wants to know the compensation of Ban Ki-Moon 
(about US$ 240,000), the secretary general of the 

United Nations, one can find that information 
online. The same transparency goes for the 

president of the United States (US$ 400,000 in 
2014) and the CEO of Nestlé (US$ 10.6 million in 
2013), one of the largest Swiss companies. If one 

wishes to know the salary of Sepp Blatter, the 
president of FIFA, however, that information is 

simply not available, and has in fact been refused 
to be released by FIFA. FIFA can keep this 
information secret because none of the 

mechanisms of accountability have much influence 
on FIFA, and thus it can do as it wishes with very 

little in the way of consequences

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-soccer-fifa-switzerland/swiss-to-increase-oversight-of-fifa-other-sports-bodies-idUSKCN0JJ1II20141205
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3195373
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3195373
https://www.icsspe.org/system/files/Geeraert%2C%20Alm%2C%20Groll%20-%20Good%20governance%20in%20International%20Non-Governmental%20Sport%20Organisations.pdf
https://www.icsspe.org/system/files/Geeraert%2C%20Alm%2C%20Groll%20-%20Good%20governance%20in%20International%20Non-Governmental%20Sport%20Organisations.pdf
https://www.icsspe.org/system/files/Geeraert%2C%20Alm%2C%20Groll%20-%20Good%20governance%20in%20International%20Non-Governmental%20Sport%20Organisations.pdf
https://www.transparency.org/files/content/feature/1.4_ObstaclesToAccountability_Pielke_GCRSport.pdf
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The membership structure also distances international 

sports organisations from their position as duty-

bearers to the public, as the relationship of rights and 

obligations is formally established between sports 

organisations and member associations. Members are 

the ones that take part in competitions, cast their votes 

on elections and pay membership subscriptions. Despite 

this degree of separation crafted by the legal structure, 

the interests at stake remain public and citizens are 

the ones to bear the costs and consequences of the 

decisions of member associations and international 

sports organisations. It will be the citizens, for example, 

who live with any poor-quality infrastructure left after 

the events.

Good governance in International Non Governmental Sport 

Organisations: an empirical study on accountability, participation 

and executive body members in Sport Governing Bodies, (Page 195)

Sepp Blatter resigns after 17 years as FIFA president

FIFA is one of many sports organisations headquartered in Switzerland 
Credit: MCaviglia

The Governance of INGSOs [International 
Non-Governmental Sports Organisations] is said to 
be characterised by accountability deficits – a lack 

of accountability arrangements. This is not 
without danger since a lack of accountability 

brings with it, and constitutes a breeding ground 
for, issues related to corruption, the concentration 

of power, and the lack of democracy and 
effectiveness

While I have a mandate from the membership of 
FIFA, I do not feel that I have a mandate from the 

entire world of football – the fans, the players, 
the clubs, the people who live, breathe and 

love football

Host governments

Limited consultation in the bidding process 
Opacity in the organisation of MSEs is not limited to the 

structure of sports organisations. Low accountability 

is observed throughout the bidding process, with the 

public rarely consulted by governments on hosting the  

 

event. For the Olympic Games, bidding cities normally 

conduct a survey of approximately 2,000 people to 

evidence consent. In host cities the majority of the 

population are often indirectly consulted, with various 

literature suggesting this would be ‘manufactured 

consent’, lacking a genuine public consultation process. 

https://www.icsspe.org/system/files/Geeraert%2C%20Alm%2C%20Groll%20-%20Good%20governance%20in%20International%20Non-Governmental%20Sport%20Organisations.pdf
https://www.icsspe.org/system/files/Geeraert%2C%20Alm%2C%20Groll%20-%20Good%20governance%20in%20International%20Non-Governmental%20Sport%20Organisations.pdf
https://www.icsspe.org/system/files/Geeraert%2C%20Alm%2C%20Groll%20-%20Good%20governance%20in%20International%20Non-Governmental%20Sport%20Organisations.pdf
https://www.bbc.com/sport/football/32985676
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:FIFA-Headquarter.jpg
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311064897_Integrity_Sport_Events_-_position_paper_Netherlands
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/274777339_Towards_a_community_centred_approach_to_corporate_community_involvement_in_the_sporting_events_agenda
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/274777339_Towards_a_community_centred_approach_to_corporate_community_involvement_in_the_sporting_events_agenda
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Seeking majority approval before bidding can minimise 

the risk of future social confrontation. In Poland, a 

pre-bidding referendum revealed that 70% of voters 

were against hosting the 2022 Winter Olympic Games 

in Krakow. Polish officials promised more than US$ 6 

billion in infrastructure investment to grow the local 

economy, but this was not enough to persuade the 

public to vote for the games.   

The impact of a lack of public consent to host sporting 

events is often compounded by government secrecy 

around the bidding process and the infrastructure 

investment needed. The bid for the 2014 World Cup, 

for example, never became public and the promises 

made by the Brazilian Government to FIFA still remain 

unknown. Public organisers of the Boston candidacy 

for the 2024 Olympic Games failed to publicise any of 

the pre-bidding preparatory works, to the point that 

most residents only learned about the bid on the day 

the city was selected by the US Olympic Committee as a 

potential host – almost two years after the preparatory 

works had started.   

Limited access to information 
Preventing access to information critically undermines 

accountability. As research carried out by Article 19 

identifies, only four out of 54 requests made under 

the Brazilian Access to Information Law in relation 

to the construction of the ‘BRT Transolímpica’ road 

for the Brazil Olympics 2016 were correctly answered 

by authorities. In the remaining cases, access to the 

information was denied, no answer was provided by 

authorities, the information was allegedly not located, 

or it was only partially provided. 

In Sydney, access to information was denied from 

the outset with the companies bidding for the 2000 

Olympic Games signing a confidentiality agreement 

and the Cabinet imposing a general ban on Freedom of 

Information requests related to all Olympic documents, 

including for infrastructure projects. In other contexts, 

this would likely be barred under anti-gagging provisions, 

yet it has been accepted in the delivery of the Games.

A lack of transparency can lead to mistrust from citizens. 

The implementation of the Manchester City Stadium 

for the 2002 Commonwealth Games generated a social 

perception that the public would not benefit from the 

new facility. This was because a lease agreement, kept 

out of the public eye, had been signed with the football 

club Manchester City authorising the immediate transfer 

of the stadium to the club after the games. The opacity 

around this agreement prevented the population from 

learning about the benefits that had been negotiated, 

including provisions granting access and use of the 

facility by the local community. As sources report, the 

secrecy made citizens uneasy about the use of the 

infrastructure after the event, even in the absence of 

any formal irregularity. 

Citizens protest against the 2014 World Cup in Sao Paulo, Brazil 
Credit: Ben Tavener / Flickr

Reuters, ‘’Krakow citizens reject 2022 Winter Olympic bid’’

Best Olympics Ever? The Social Impacts of Sydney 2000, (Page 27)

Many residents in Krakow, Poland’s second-biggest 
city, felt that some of the infrastructure needed 

for the games - in particular an arena for curling, 
a sport barely played in Poland - would turn into 

white elephants afterwards

Hundreds of millions of dollars were involved in 
decisions that the government made in complete 
secrecy, in much the same way as publicly funded 

infrastructure projects

https://www.reuters.com/article/idUSL6N0OC1K820140526
https://www.reuters.com/article/idUSL6N0OC1K820140526
http://rioonwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/2012-World-Cup-Olympics-Dossier-English.pdf
http://rioonwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/2012-World-Cup-Olympics-Dossier-English.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311064897_Integrity_Sport_Events_-_position_paper_Netherlands
https://artigo19.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Relat%c3%b3rio-BRT-Transol%c3%admpica.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/274777339_Towards_a_community_centred_approach_to_corporate_community_involvement_in_the_sporting_events_agenda
https://www.flickr.com/photos/bentavener/12709666723/
https://de.reuters.com/article/uk-olympics-krakow-referendum-idINKBN0E60N320140526
https://books.google.es/books?id=9sebeSYUOeEC&pg=PA26&lpg=PA26&dq=ban+on+Freedom+of+Information+sydney+olympics&source=bl&ots=wccZkJnrcz&sig=ACfU3U0D5m416ScLI2oNgiTJ1JoMrg3yPA&hl=es&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjut76gzafrAhXjCWMBHVprDwkQ6AEwEHoECAkQAQ#v=onepage&q=ban%20on%20Freedom%20of%20Information%20sydney%20olympics&f=false
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Limited participation in infrastructure 
planning 
In MSE infrastructure planning, secrecy of information 

is coupled with limited space for public participation. 

Reports from numerous MSEs show that participation 

during infrastructure planning stages reaches the point 

where civic “space is seen as an abstraction”. In some 

instances, authorities consent to new infrastructure 

without consulting the residents that occupy or use 

the area. For example, ahead of sporting events 

in Vancouver, Glasgow and London residents were 

displaced in order to make way for infrastructure 

regeneration and development, without adequate 

processes to hear the voices of citizens and communities 

during planning stages. 

Delivery authorities often use a sense of urgency to 

justify the lack of social participation in infrastructure 

planning. Rethinking the role of civil society and 

public participation in the implementation of MSEs 

is fundamental to increasing accountability, adding 

a different perspective and sense of ownership to 

the process of designing and implementing the new 

infrastructure. This can be of clear benefit to the 

delivery authority, reducing the likelihood of conflict 

during preparatory stages.

Citizens and civic groups 
Citizens and civic groups are the rights-holders in the 

relationship of accountability with governments and 

international sports organisations. But in the absence of 

adequate space for public participation and scrutiny, it is 

hard to guarantee an effective accountability dynamic. 

Even when mechanisms for participation are specifically 

designed and implemented in the context of MSEs, 

authorities are not responsive. In Brazil, despite 

commitments made by the Presidency Office to carry out 

participatory audits on World Cup construction projects, 

the process became a mere exercise in documenting 

irregularities with no action in response from the 

authorities. Protests and demonstrations against the 

event also did not prompt adequate public answers. 

Planning Displacement: The Real Legacy of Major Sporting 

Events, (Page 397)

The United Nations Convention against Corruption - A Strategy for 

Safeguarding against Corruption in Major Public Events, (Page 1)

The existing population and neighbourhood, the 
spaces and places in which citizens actively create 
their daily existence together, are invisible to the 

bureaucratic abstractions of ‘delivering’ major 
venues and new infrastructure. It doesn’t matter 

anymore whether the people making and 
implementing the policies, regulations and 

procedures are just ‘good people doing their job’, 
or whether they are in the back pockets of the 
real powers behind the event. Either way, the 

ethos that the poor, homeless and marginalised 
are simply objects to be removed is pervasive

Given the public nature of major events, the 
Authority can benefit from the participation of 
individuals and groups outside the government 

sector. The Convention (article 13 (1)), 
recommends measures to ensure that the public 

has effective access to information, support public 
information activities, and promote transparency 
and public participation in various aspects of the 

decision-making process

The auditing team successfully engaged local CSOs 
in monitoring World Cup spending. Nonetheless 
there was little evidence of uptake of the final 
participatory audit recommendations. (…) the 

commitment was more of a process of 
documenting irregularities (…) than a 

participatory exercise involving collaboration 
between government and civil society to identify 

and resolve public problems

Outcome report - Open Government Partnership on the 

Commitment for Participatory Audits on the Constructions 

of Brazilian Host Cities for the 2014 FIFA World Cup

http://www.gamesmonitor.org.uk/files/Planning%20and%20displacement%20Interface%20PTP%2010.3.pdf
http://www.gamesmonitor.org.uk/files/Planning%20and%20displacement%20Interface%20PTP%2010.3.pdf
https://www.easm.net/download/easm_essential_sport_management_collection/sport_events_and_tourism/2019_David-McGillivray-Michael-B.-Edwards-Ian-Brittain-Jason-Bocarro-Joerg-Koenigstorfer.pdf
https://www.easm.net/download/easm_essential_sport_management_collection/sport_events_and_tourism/2019_David-McGillivray-Michael-B.-Edwards-Ian-Brittain-Jason-Bocarro-Joerg-Koenigstorfer.pdf
http://www.gamesmonitor.org.uk/files/Planning%20and%20displacement%20Interface%20PTP%2010.3.pdf
http://www.gamesmonitor.org.uk/files/Planning%20and%20displacement%20Interface%20PTP%2010.3.pdf
http://www.unodc.org/documents/corruption/Publications/2013/13-84527_Ebook.pdf
http://www.unodc.org/documents/corruption/Publications/2013/13-84527_Ebook.pdf
https://www.opengovpartnership.org/stories/featured-commitment-brazil-2/
https://www.opengovpartnership.org/stories/featured-commitment-brazil-2/
https://www.opengovpartnership.org/stories/featured-commitment-brazil-2/
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Infrastructure with a shelf life 

A legacy of ‘white elephant’ projects is one of the 

consequences of the lack of accountability in MSEs. 

Four cities in Brazil where arenas were constructed 

for the 2014 World Cup – Manaus, Cuiabá, Natal and 

Brasília – have no major football teams active in relevant 

leagues and now face the challenge of making these 

constructions profitable (or at least less of a burden 

on taxpayers). In South Africa, 10 stadia built for the 

2010 FIFA World Cup are also not used by the local 

population. The same can be seen in Delhi concerning 

the 12 new facilities built for the 2018 Commonwealth 

Games. These facilities become stranded assets and 

pose integration and usage challenges in future urban 

planning in the host country.

One solution to mititgate the impact of such projects 

could have been to ensure they had an adaptable 

design which served local communities after the events. 

Consulting the public during planning and delivery 

stages could have highlighted this issue and prevented 

these white elephant projects for which there is no post 

event demand. 

White elephant projects have not only been seen in 

sports facilities delivered for the events. For the Sochi 

Games, the government built a mega-structure of road 

and rail links, with tunnels and bridges connecting the 

coast to the mountains at the cost of US $10 billion, 

3   The consequences of the lack of  
       accountability in MSEs

Trevor Phillips, the former director of the South African Premier 

Soccer League, (Page 216)

What the hell are we going to do with a 
70,000-seater football stadium in Durban once the 
World Cup is over? Durban has two football teams 

which attract crowds of only a few thousand. It 
would have been more sensible to have built 
smaller stadiums nearer the football-loving 

heart-lands and used the surplus funds to have 
constructed training facilities in the townships

Arena da Amazônia in Manaus, Brazil  
Credit: Ivo Ministry 

https://www.indiatoday.in/opinion/gautam-bhatia/story/cwg-has-left-a-legacy-of-white-elephants-129646-2011-03-04
https://images.transparencycdn.org/images/2016_GCRSport_EN.pdf
https://pixabay.com/photos/manaus-amazonas-brazil-stadium-4516407/
https://books.google.com.br/books?id=glGpCwAAQBAJ&pg=PA216&lpg=PA216&dq=What+the+hell+are+we+going+to+do+with+a+70,000-seater+football+stadium+in+Durban+once+the+World+Cup+is+over?&source=bl&ots=2FLLd8GUyo&sig=ACfU3U1MXH7d3IKaqxp8XGRY-sgdpRFjdg&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwik3aH2jbfsAhVSlHIEHVBhB5EQ6AEwA3oECAkQAg#v=onepage&q=What%20the%20hell%20are%20we%20going%20to%20do%20with%20a%2070%2C000-seater%20football%20stadium%20in%20Durban%20once%20the%20World%20Cup%20is%20over%3F&f=false
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approximately 20% of the total costs of the Games. 

Despite the significant investment, these structures 

have not been fully utilised since. Reports indicate that 

the infrastructure operation and maintenance costs 

taxpayers US $1.2 billion a year. 

Other key issues 

Beyond unsuitable and costly infrastructure, other 

significant issues are evidenced. As mentioned above, 

non-participatory displacement is a common practice in 

MSEs, with evidence from contexts as diverse as Cape 

Town, New Delhi, Rio and China, in addition to the 

cases referenced in Vancouver, Glasgow and London 

where communities lost their homes and communal 

spaces to sporting event infrastructure. Environmental 

violations - such as construction projects implemented 

without environmental impact assessments and 

corresponding approvals, as seen in the delivery of the 

Transcarioca road corridor and the Stadium Arena das 

Dunas in the city of Natal - are another example of how 

low accountability can lead to poor infrastructure for 

citizens and communities. 

India Today, ‘’CWG has left a legacy of white elephants’’ 

Today, the legacy of the Commonwealth Games is unfortunately not a changed attitude to sport, but a 
glittering mass of structural steel, cement and aluminium, that have already begun to gather the rust of 
inactivity. Of the 12 new stadiums barely two or three will get used for the activity for which they were 

planned; the others will pass into a state of high maintenance or permanent decline. Had these 
stadiums been created with the intent of a future assimilation into the sporting life of the city with a 
planned integration with community or public school programmes, or had they been designed with 

new innovative architectural ideals, their worth in the long term would be guaranteed

WHITE
ELEPHANT
PROJECTS

SOCHI GAMES

TO BUILD: A mega-structure of
road and rail links for the Games

US $10 billion

To maintain and operate the under-utilised infrastructure

US $1.2 billion per year

https://www.zora.uzh.ch/id/eprint/111003/1/2014_M%C3%BCllerM_2014_After%20Sochi%202014_Eurasian%20Geography%20and%20Economics.pdf
https://www.idrc.ca/sites/default/files/sp/Documents%20EN/pat-10010786.pdf
https://www.idrc.ca/sites/default/files/sp/Documents%20EN/pat-10010786.pdf
http://www.ruig-gian.org/ressources/Report%20Fair%20Play%20FINAL%20FINAL%20070531.pdf
https://comitepopulario.files.wordpress.com/2014/11/ancop_dossie2014_web.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-olympics-beijing-housing-idUSPEK12263220070605
http://www.gamesmonitor.org.uk/files/Planning%20and%20displacement%20Interface%20PTP%2010.3.pdf
https://comitepopulario.files.wordpress.com/2014/11/ancop_dossie2014_web.pdf
https://comitepopulario.files.wordpress.com/2014/11/ancop_dossie2014_web.pdf
https://comitepopulario.files.wordpress.com/2014/11/ancop_dossie2014_web.pdf
https://www.indiatoday.in/opinion/gautam-bhatia/story/cwg-has-left-a-legacy-of-white-elephants-129646-2011-03-04
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The evidence from MSEs shows that participatory 

processes are virtually non-existent in the delivery 

of these events. From a lack of consent in bidding, 

to the exclusion of citizens and communities in the 

infrastructure decision-making processes, the lack of 

social participation “creates a feeling of circumvention 

of normal democratic processes”. Creating spaces for 

civic engagement during the delivery of infrastructure is 

necessary to make MSEs more accountable to the public 

and produce suitable infrastructure. 

Community involvement in infrastructure planning 

can take many forms, including weekly forums where 

local community members are able to voice their views 

and concerns regarding forthcoming plans. This was 

applied in the preparatory works of the Manchester 

2002 Commonwealth Games. The Manchester New 

Deal for Communities, which provided the framework 

for the infrastructure delivered for the Games, also used 

Tenants’ and Residents’ Associations as a method of 

engaging communities and citizens in the infrastructure 

regeneration and development processes.

Residents’ Liaison Groups have been established to 

engage communities affected by the infrastructure 

works related to the Birmingham 2022 Commonwealth 

Games. Public consultation drop-in events and on-

line ‘Be Heard’ platforms have also been employed to 

listen to the voice of communities during the 

infrastructure works. The feedback received during a 

virtual consultation process, for example, helped to 

redesign a highway project, including changes to ensure 

safety for cyclists at side roads and junctions. 

The use of participatory arenas to allow groups affected 

by projects to express their opinions is recognised as 

a beneficial approach to infrastructure delivery, due 

to its ability to generate consensus, reduce conflict 

with communities and produce stronger projects. 

The adoption of a similar approach to the delivery 

of infrastructure related to MSEs can be a way of 

incorporating effective accountability into these events. 

4   The need for participatory processes in 
infrastructure planning and delivery 

In order to ensure that community values are 
respected, the local community needs the 

opportunity to continue to be involved in the 
overall event hosting process. Community-level 

social capital supports both the formal and 
informal decision-making forums where relevant 
affected groups are incentivised to take part in 
structured, informed discussions of the evidence 

on the effects of alternative policy options and of 
the trade-offs that they involve

Creating community networks: Can sporting events offer 

meaningful sources of social capital? (Page 46)

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311064897_Integrity_Sport_Events_-_position_paper_Netherlands
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311064897_Integrity_Sport_Events_-_position_paper_Netherlands
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/247515238_Creating_community_networks_Can_sporting_events_offer_meaningful_sources_of_social_capital
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/247515238_Creating_community_networks_Can_sporting_events_offer_meaningful_sources_of_social_capital
https://www.manchester.gov.uk/download/downloads/id/16317/the_extent_to_which_the_commonwealth_games_accelerated_the_social_physical_and_economic_regeneration_of_east_manchester_march_2003_msc_dissertation_by_lauren_newby_who_worked_as_an_economic_and_regeneration_consultant_at_dtz_pieda_consulting.pdf.
https://www.manchester.gov.uk/download/downloads/id/16317/the_extent_to_which_the_commonwealth_games_accelerated_the_social_physical_and_economic_regeneration_of_east_manchester_march_2003_msc_dissertation_by_lauren_newby_who_worked_as_an_economic_and_regeneration_consultant_at_dtz_pieda_consulting.pdf.
https://birmingham.cmis.uk.com/Birmingham/Document.ashx?czJKcaeAi5tUFL1DTL2UE4zNRBcoShgo=uozPmTtDf7fa6El7j0%2F1mq0uOwYD0olKU0rGRDWyoO5jUAVQgEjwBw%3D%3D&rUzwRPf%2BZ3zd4E7Ikn8Lyw%3D%3D=pwRE6AGJFLDNlh225F5QMaQWCtPHwdhUfCZ%2FLUQzgA2uL5jNRG4jdQ%3D%3D&mCTIbCubSFfXsDGW9IXnlg%3D%3D=hFflUdN3100%3D&kCx1AnS9%2FpWZQ40DXFvdEw%3D%3D=hFflUdN3100%3D&uJovDxwdjMPoYv%2BAJvYtyA%3D%3D=ctNJFf55vVA%3D&FgPlIEJYlotS%2BYGoBi5olA%3D%3D=NHdURQburHA%3D&d9Qjj0ag1Pd993jsyOJqFvmyB7X0CSQK=ctNJFf55vVA%3D&WGewmoAfeNR9xqBux0r1Q8Za60lavYmz=ctNJFf55vVA%3D&WGewmoAfeNQ16B2MHuCpMRKZMwaG1PaO=ctNJFf55vVA%3D
https://www.birmingham.gov.uk/news/article/429/public_consultation_to_be_held_for_alexander_stadium_redevelopment
https://www.birminghambeheard.org.uk/economy/a34perrybarr/
https://www.birminghambeheard.org.uk/economy/a34perrybarr/
https://birmingham.cmis.uk.com/Birmingham/Document.ashx?czJKcaeAi5tUFL1DTL2UE4zNRBcoShgo=aVbyTwRY1wpOHLRCMo203SPj0PNzSg%2fL5Cvp83Ef7HJQsgrl%2b%2bMYgg%3d%3d&rUzwRPf%2bZ3zd4E7Ikn8Lyw%3d%3d=pwRE6AGJFLDNlh225F5QMaQWCtPHwdhUfCZ%2fLUQzgA2uL5jNRG4jdQ%3d%3d&mCTIbCubSFfXsDGW9IXnlg%3d%3d=hFflUdN3100%3d&kCx1AnS9%2fpWZQ40DXFvdEw%3d%3d=hFflUdN3100%3d&uJovDxwdjMPoYv%2bAJvYtyA%3d%3d=ctNJFf55vVA%3d&FgPlIEJYlotS%2bYGoBi5olA%3d%3d=NHdURQburHA%3d&d9Qjj0ag1Pd993jsyOJqFvmyB7X0CSQK=ctNJFf55vVA%3d&WGewmoAfeNR9xqBux0r1Q8Za60lavYmz=ctNJFf55vVA%3d&WGewmoAfeNQ16B2MHuCpMRKZMwaG1PaO=ctNJFf55vVA%3d
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publications/political-economy-infrastructure-uk
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publications/political-economy-infrastructure-uk
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/247515238_Creating_community_networks_Can_sporting_events_offer_meaningful_sources_of_social_capital
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/247515238_Creating_community_networks_Can_sporting_events_offer_meaningful_sources_of_social_capital
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5   Recommendations

MSEs have become big business, with large amounts 

of public money flowing into these events and the 

hands of organisers and public officials. Developing 

effective channels of civic engagement and participation 

is essential to improving accountability around these 

events and ensure the delivery of inclusive and 

adaptable infrastructure. Based on our findings, a set of 

recommendations is presented below. As transparency, 

participation and accountability are mutually reinforcing 

values these recommendations are linked to those 

outlined in our previous paper on corruption. 

To tackle opacity in the delivery 
of MSEs:  
The application of access to 
information laws 

To ensure that accountability is increased, we 

recommend that legal determinations are included 

in bids to ensure that documents related to MSE 

infrastructure projects and contracts are subject to 

disclosure obligations. This includes restricting bans and 

limitations on Right to Information Laws. 

This obligation should cover all documentation 

exchanged between sports organisations and bidding 

parties during the bidding process and extend to the 

implementation stages in relation to the winning bidder. 

To lead by example, we also recommend that sports 

organisations commit to change their non-profit 

status, abiding by broad disclosure obligations 

regardless of the protections granted by the laws in 

their place of incorporation.  

To tackle limited civic space: 
Structured spaces for  
multi-stakeholder dialogue 

Few disagree that coordination between sports 

organisers, infrastructure agencies, different levels 

of government, local businesses and communities 

is essential for better delivery of MSEs. To ensure 

coordination is effectively implemented, MSEs could 

adopt a multi-stakeholder approach, enabling enriched 

and informed discussion in the planning and delivery 

of infrastructure. This could take the form of regular 

participatory forums where representatives of affected 

groups, including communities and local businesses, are 

able to reflect on the delivery of the infrastructure built 

or regenerated for the event. Combined with access to 

CoST Jalisco convenes a multi-stakeholder group meeting to discuss infrastructure implementation in Jalisco, Mexico

http://engineersagainstpoverty.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/EAP-Insight_Corruption.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/239773696_From_%27Event-led%27_to_%27Event-themed%27_Regeneration_The_2002_Commonwealth_Games_Legacy_Programme
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/239773696_From_%27Event-led%27_to_%27Event-themed%27_Regeneration_The_2002_Commonwealth_Games_Legacy_Programme
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/239773696_From_%27Event-led%27_to_%27Event-themed%27_Regeneration_The_2002_Commonwealth_Games_Legacy_Programme
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information, multi-stakeholder dialogue can help ensure 

adequate discussion around the planned projects and 

facilities. This will reduce the risk of assets going unused 

after the events and foster discussion on the need for, 

and costs associated with, developing new infrastructure. 

Based on our work with CoST – the Infrastructure 

Transparency Initiative, we understand that these 

forums could be developed at two levels: (i) at the more 

strategic sphere of decision-making where the delivery 

authority defines the concept for the event’s landscape, 

infrastructure and architecture and (ii) at the project 

level where the multi-stakeholder forum will follow 

individual projects and works, from beginning to end. 

To ensure neutrality, we recommend that third-

party facilitators are included in the design of the 

forums to avoid stakeholder capture and help build 

trust and the conditions for constructive dialogue. 

The provision of these forums should be embedded 

in the bid documentation to bind governments and 

delivery authorities from the outset in relation to their 

implementation. The strategic multi-stakeholder forum 

should be implemented once the delivery authority 

starts the planning of the event.  We recommend the 

implementation of the project-level multi-stakeholder 

forum should begin from the point where the 

infrastructure plans and works for the event have  

been defined. 

To strengthen the social voice: 
Independent social audits

Social audits are accountability mechanisms whereby 

citizens monitor, track, analyse, and evaluate 

government performance. They have been successfully 

used to drive improvements in infrastructure services. 

Community groups trained to oversee the bidding, 

planning and delivery stages of MSEs can create 

additional spaces for oversight and accountability, 

working in parallel with the multi-stakeholder forums. 

Because social audits require a basic legal framework 

to take place - including an enabling environment 

that recognises the right to civic participation and 

access to information - the provision of participatory 

audit exercises should be embedded in the bid 

documentation, creating binding obligations for 

governments and delivery authorities to accept the 

appointment of local social auditors. 

Considering the need for technical and advocacy skills, an 

independent third-party with a track record in social audit 

development could be appointed to train the auditors 

after the host country is awarded the event. Selection 

of the third-party should be jointly agreed by multiple 

stakeholders, including a civil society representative.

To amplify the voice of citizens:  
A dedicated social media platform 

As 2020 has demonstrated, web-based and mobile 

technologies help to amplify the social voice with 

several examples of citizen movements successfully 

demanding accountability via social media.

The creation of a virtual space which is recognised by 

sports organisations and governments as an official 

and protected platform where citizens and civic groups 

can express - anonymously or not - their concerns, 

could catalyse the benefits of accountability and 

participation. It could also enable collective action 

and build domestic and international pressure to push 

governments, delivery authorities and international 

sports organisations to act. 

Considering the growing cases of restrictions on social 

media use, the proposed platform should be embedded 

in the design of MSEs from the bidding stage and be 

protected against any form of government censorship. 

It should be implemented by bidders from the moment 

their interest in hosting the event manifests, extending 

to the planning and implementation stages in the case 

of the winning bidder. 

http://infrastructuretransparency.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/CoST_HighIncome_digital-_January28.pdf
http://infrastructuretransparency.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/CoST_HighIncome_digital-_January28.pdf
http://www.undp-aciac.org/publications/ac/books/practicalguide-socialaudit-e.pdf
http://www.globalmediajournal.com/open-access/social-media-in-the-public-sphere-of-accountability-in-nigeria.php?aid=87577
https://freedomhouse.org/article/freedom-net-2016-silencing-messenger-communication-apps-under-pressure
https://freedomhouse.org/article/freedom-net-2016-silencing-messenger-communication-apps-under-pressure
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6   Conclusion 

Furthering accountability in MSEs can create a legacy 

of improved infrastructure and practices of genuine 

benefit to citizens and communities. Current evidence 

indicates that the social voice has been neglected 

and the accountability mechanisms in place are not 

sufficient to generate an appropriate response from 

decision-makers.

To change this game, spaces for informed multi-

stakeholder participation, at both the strategic 

planning and project delivery level, are needed to 

allow effective engagement and arenas for citizen and 

community dialogue. Social audits and social media are 

also important innovations to improve accountability 

and participation. Finally, removing restrictions on 

access to information laws is essential to building trust 

and providing adequate oversight. These mechanisms 

should come in conjunction with fair, equitable and 

transparent procurement processes able to avoid 

wasteful expenditure and ensure the economic, 

environmental and social sustainability of the assets 

and facilities delivered.

The implementation of participatory processes in the 

planning and delivery of MSE infrastructure, such as 

those highlighted above, will allow host countries to test 

innovative approaches that can be replicated across other 

projects after the sporting events have ended. In doing 

so, MSEs can create a positive legacy able to produce 

effective and long-lasting benefits across host countries.
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