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Looking back and ahead: Lessons from the 2008
Beijing Olympic Games
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Hyun Bang Shin looks back at the Beijing Olympics to derive some indication of the
what the legacy of the London Games might be. He warns that diversion of national
resources may pose additional development opportunities for host cities, but
constraints for others in the country in terms of resource redistribution.

As London is gearing up for the 2012 Summer Olympic Games, people may begin to
wonder what legacy mega-events such as the Olympic Games may provide host cit ies with. One of
the ways in which this quest ion can be asked is perhaps to examine what happened to other host
cit ies. Having had a close look at  the experience of  the Beijing Olympic Games, I present a few
cases for further thoughts. Readers may wonder if  there is any learning outcome that can be
drawn from Beijing for other host cit ies, as cit ies come with diverse sets of  polit ical, economic and
social backgrounds. However, mega-events such as the Olympic Games pose unique constraints
and opportunit ies for host cit ies, which may transcend nat ional borders. I discuss three
experiences in part icular: (i) event-led spat ial restructuring; (ii) threats to neighbourhoods; and (iii)
exclusion of  marginalised populat ion.

First , for Beijing, the 2008 Olympic Games was an
opportunity for the city to facilitate investments in
the built  environment, speeding up the construct ion
of key infrastructure that Beijing needed to fulf il its
aspirat ion to become ‘world-class city’. With the
off icial slogan of  ‘One World, One Dream’ (see Figure
1), the Games meant to align China’s dream with that
of  the world. These included a new airport  terminal
and high-speed rail connect ions as well as new metro
lines or extensions to exist ing lines. In part icular, the
city-wide coverage of  metro connect ions with hugely
subsidised fares substant ially enhanced local residents’ mobility. The Games preparat ion between
2001 and 2008 enabled Beijing to concentrate municipal and nat ional resources on expanding
city’s development capacity, and bring about event-led spat ial restructuring that substant ially
transformed urban landscape. One of  the dist inct ive spat ial outcomes of  the Games was Beijing’s
expansion into its northern sub-urban areas where the Olympic Games complex is provided.
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Cit ies facing mega-event host ing are constrained by the non-negot iability of  event deadlines, and
Beijing was not exempted. During the seven-year period, state-led investments were directed
towards mega-projects throughout the city, result ing in the spending on infrastructure that far
exceeded the actual Games operat ion costs. When cit ies promise to deliver large-scale mega-
events such as the Olympic Games, host cit ies and countries are of ten pre-occupied with the
ambit ion to realise a part icular development vision. For Beijing, it  was the aspirat ion to become a
‘world-class city’ and endorse China’s newly acquired global status as economic powerhouse,
which just if ied the concentrat ion of  municipal as well as nat ional resources to realise the ‘best and
the most expensive’ Games ever for Beijing. However, the heavy focus on physical infrastructure
begs the quest ion of  whether money was diverted from the ‘next best ’ project , especially the more
socially oriented programmes that addressed the issues of  inherent poverty and inequality in the
country.

Second, the large-scale spat ial restructuring was
accompanied by the re-writ ing of  urban resident ial
landscape in the forms of  urban redevelopment and
beaut if icat ion programmes. Dilapidated
neighbourhoods in central locat ions were subject  to
wholesale demolit ion and redevelopment, making
way for high-end of f ices, luxury homes and
commercial premises. Surviving historic quarters such
as Qianmen, a historic market place south of
Forbidden City, experienced what locals refers to as
‘fake-over’, which involved demolit ion and
reconstruct ion to mimic old architectural style (see Figure 2).

Human costs result ing f rom demolit ion were beyond imaginat ion. According to a 2007 report  f rom
the Centre on Housing Rights and Evict ions (COHRE), it  was est imated that Beijing might see up
to 1.5 million local residents displaced due to the preparat ion for the Olympic Games. This f igure
was actually referring to all the displacement that occurred as part  of  urban development and
redevelopment projects. As the est imates were based on of f icially available f igures, it  would be
very likely that  migrants were not counted, suggest ing that the scale of  displacement might be
even more sensat ional. The COHRE est imat ion naturally brought about immediate rebuttal by the
municipal government, which tried hard not to taint  the glory of  the Games. Nevertheless, the city
government ’s drive to t ransform the appearance of  Beijing and its emphasis on the Games
preparat ion would have created a strong basis for ‘demolit ion under the names of  the Olympic
Games’ in order to accelerate urban transformat ion.

Furthermore, Beijing’s quest to build ‘New Beijing, New Olympics’ came with a heavy emphasis on
environmental improvement projects. Various government operat ions were implemented, which
could be referred to as ‘social cleansing’ to make sure ‘socially undesirables’ were removed from
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Beijing’s urban space. These measures af fected beggars as well as street vendors that at t racted a
large number of  migrants without proper licenses. Migrant workers in the construct ion industry
were also discouraged to stay in the city as construct ion sites were temporarily closed to reduce
air pollut ions. In-ward travelling by migrants was also discouraged due to severe ident ity checks
imposed by the security forces. 

Such measures ref lected the built -in st igmat isat ion of  migrant workers despite the fact  that  they
were literally the builders of  China’s cit ies and the providers of  day-to-day services for urban
cit izens. Unt il the early 2000s, major cit ies in China used to implement periodic deportat ion of  and
crack-down on migrant workers who lacked legal permission to stay in cit ies. Crit ics point  out that
cit ies in China are increasingly moving towards ring-fencing welfare benef its for urban cit izens,
which ef fect ively exclude those migrants f rom other localit ies. Therefore, the exclusion of  migrants
from the fest ive mood in the Olympic City of  Beijing is not necessarily generated by the Olympic
Games per se but a result  of  the ‘state of  af fair’ in China, inherent in the local polit ical culture.

What lessons do these experiences tell us about forthcoming Olympic Games including the 2012
London Olympiad? First , while the unprecedented level of  investments as experienced in Beijing
might be just if ied by the size of  Chinese economy and its success in the world, all mega-events
tend to incur heavy payments that of ten go beyond city’s own budget, therefore calling for
nat ional subsidies. This was not an except ion even for Beijing, and will not  be an except ion for
most other host cit ies either. Such diversion of  nat ional resources may pose addit ional
development opportunit ies for host cit ies, but constraints for others in the country in terms of
resource redistribut ion. Crit ics may have dif fering views about how this arrangement would
condit ion the future growth potent ial of  a country as a whole. But, short-term economic benef its
tend to be emphasised emphat ically by event promoters, while speculat ive long-term social,
economic and cultural benef its tend to be forgotten over t ime. More problemat ic would be the
case of  divert ing resources away from social programmes, as this might incur detrimental impacts
on a part icular ‘Olympic’ cohort .

The at tent ion to security issues in recent years also poses greater challenges for ensuring Olympic
Games for all. Mega-events are increasingly hosted with a heavy degree of  policing and social
cleaning, just if ied by the government ’s claim to ensure public safety and environmental
improvement. This of ten results in a part icular group of  urban inhabitants being more negat ively
af fected than others. For Beijing, it  was the migrant workers, homeless people, separat ists or
human rights protesters who were part icularly targeted by the local authority, revealing the
inherent social, economic and polit ical contradict ions. These experiences are prone to replicat ion
in other host cit ies, while strengthened security measures as except ion tend to remain as
permanent f ixtures even af ter events.

Mega-events such as the Olympic Games are presented with glamour and excitement for
part icipants, spectators and global media consumers. The fest ive mood as well as patriot ic



sent iment associated with such events of ten make it  dif f icult  to redirect  our at tent ion to the
shadowy side of  the Games. It  is however what lies in the shadow of mega-events, which host
cit ies have to address once the excitement is long-gone.

Note:  This article gives the views of the author, and not the position of the British Politics and Policy
blog, nor of the London School of Economics. Please read our comments policy before posting.
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