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Summary 
The Vancouver Olympic Organizing Committee has promised that they will host the "Sustainable Olympics" when they host the Winter 

Olympic Games in 2 0 I 0. Although few would argue that sustainability is unimportant, the idea of sustainability is sufficiently vague that part 
of the challenge facing VANOC will be to define sustainability in the urban mega-event planning process. I propose that this can be 

accomplished by looking to prominent sustainability material to create a sustainability framework. By applying this matrix to Olympic 
material from 1994 to 2004 and to the promises of the Vancouver Olympics, a framework for defining sustainability in the urban 

mega-event planning process is revealed. 

Sommaire 
Le comite organisateur des Jeux olympiques de Vancouver (COVAN) a promis des « Oympiques durables » pour /es jeux olympiques d'hiver 
de 20 I 0. Si certains sont prets a affirmer que la durabilite est sans importance, la notion est suffisamment vague pour qu'une partie du 
defi qui incombe au COVAN soit justement de la definir dans le cadre de la demarche de planification de ce mega-evenement en milieu 

urbain.j'avance que cela peut etre possible en s'inspirant du materiel important consacre a la durabilite pour formuler un cadre de durabilite. 
En appliquant cette matrice aux acquis o/ympiques de 1994 a 2004 et aux promesses associees aux Jeux o/ympiques de Vancouver, ii se 

degage un cadre de definition de la durabilite dans le contexte de la demarche de planification du mega-evenement en milieu urbain. 

The Vancouver Olympic Organizing 
Committee (VANOC) has promised 

that in 20 I 0, it will host the most 
sustainable Olympics ever given. This is 
not entirely surprising, given Vancouver 
and Whistler's commitment to pursuing 
sustainable development in as many 
areas as possible , from building green 
municipal and residential buildings, to 
running city fleets on biodiesel, to the 
quest for a secure and healthy food 
supply for all.Yet, despite this commitment 
to sustainability, one question begs to be 
answered: given the differences in the 
use and interpretation of "sustainability", 
how will Vancouver ensure this 
commitment is realized? To determine 
if the Vancouver Olympics will truly be 
more sustainable than previous Olympic 
games, it is important to define 
sustainability by providing a clear 
measurement framework.' 

The Olympics and the 
Environment 
The Olympics is an itinerant event that 
moves from city to city every two years 
(both summer and winter games), 
bringing with it standards of planning 
and implementation on which host cities 
have little, if any, influence. These standards 
require that host cities consider the 
natural environment in their Olympic 
plans, as one of the three Olympic 
pillars-sport, culture and environment. 
However, this directive is implemented 
at the discretion of the host city, and 
historically, host cities have chosen 
different approaches to addressing 
the environmental consequences of 
Olympic events. 

Vancouver has chosen to address the 
environment pillar via its sustainability 
theme. In the lead-up to 20 I 0, Vancouver 

will have a unique opportunity to 
showcase new sustainability standards 
and expectations to the world . In turn , 
there will be significant potential for 
sustainability issues to be addressed 
worldwide as a result of the 20 I 0 
Olympics, since the attention of the 
media, athletes, locals and tourists alike 
will be on Vancouver. Promising to be 
sustainable is challenging, however, since 
citizens are increasingly expecting 
accountability for actions that affect 
current and future generations. 
Furthermore, "sustainability" is a 
nebulous term, which carries with it 
expectations from various groups; 
indeed, various users of the word 
"sustainability" have particular ideas or 
perceptions of what the term means. 
For example, social planners may define 
Olympic sustainability in terms of the 
benefits to marginalized populations, 
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while environmental planners may focus 
on "greener" aspects of hosting a mega
event, such as conserving wate r. 

This creates a unique challenge in trying 
to measure sustainability.VANOC does 
not offer any specific guidelines regarding 
sustainability, defining it simply in terms 
of the definition laid out by the 
Bruntland Commission:2 

Sustainability is about decision-making 
and actions that meet the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability 
of future generations to meet their own 
needs-while also recognizing the critical 
interdependence of the ecological, social 
and economic systems that support life 
on earth and the need to integrate 
these three systems in our decision
making and actions. 

The goals laid out in the Vancouver Bid 
Book3 tp.ss, byVANOC build upon this 
definition, but are equally as vague, and 
seem to be offered more as guidelines: 

Vancouver 20 IO is committed to moving 
beyond environmental stewardship to 
embrace the economic and social 
components of sustainability in order to 
support balanced decision-making, a 
long-term view, inclusiveness, equity and 
healthy communities. This will be 
accomplished by the Vancouver OCOG 
through a Sustainability Management 
System comprised of policy and 
commitment, education and awareness, 
monitoring and reporting, and 
environmental, social and economic actions. 

While this ambiguity gives sustainability 
a generic quality that "allows differentiation 
between general agreement on its 
desirability and the specific form it may 
adopt,"• (p.«J it is not useful in measuring 
sustainability across and between 
different cities and regions. Accordingly, 
it is necessary to agree on a specif,c 
form or framework for measuring 
sustainability according to a common 
set of criteria, applicable in different 
locations. 

Creating a Sustainability 
Framework 
What could such a universal framework 
for measuring sustainability among 
various Olympic host cities look like? 
I answered this question by analyzing 
material from international organizations, 
Canadian organizations, academic research 
networks and local organizations5 to 
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create a set of urban sustainability 
indicators. These materials offered a 
variety of potential indicators that ranged 
from technical solutions such as energy 
reduction, to more abstract ideas such 
as public participation in decision-making. 
As a group, these indicators can be sorted 
into five broad categories: (I) engagement 
and partnerships; (2) promotion and 
education; (3) technology and production; 
(4) land use and waste management; and 
(5) urban policy and planning. (See figure I.) 
The outline of each of these categories 
that follows explains their utility as 
criteria for assessing different aspects 
of sustainability. 

FIGURE I: FIVE CATEGORIES OF 
SUSTAINABILITY 
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First, the engagement and partnerships 
category refers to ways in which the 
public and private sectors are involved in 
decision-making and business partnerships. 
Sustainability in this category calls for 
transparency within the planning and 
expenditure process, public involvement 
via consultation with municipal and 
regional leaders, public participation 
through plebiscites, and public consultation 
through forums and community 
consultation. On the business side, 
partnerships encourage governments to 
engage in cost-sharing initiatives through 
corporate cooperation, public-private 
partnerships and shared monitoring costs. 

The promotion and education category 
refers to schemes that instruct and train 
citizens in environmental and urban 
sustainability so that they can engage in 
more sustainable behaviour. Th rough 
school programs, awareness seminars at 
workplaces, and events for the general 
public, planning committees can encourage 
environmental education. Moreover, 
planners can advertise sustainability 

initiatives through media such as signage, 
films, ads, newsletters, chat rooms and 
commercials. Planning committees can 
also promote more environmentally 
friendly business practices through 
tendering requirements, and can influence 
consumer consumption behaviour by 
only endorsing products that state their 
impact on the environment. 
Furthermore, non-governmental 
organizations can influence the general 
public by circulating material that 
promotes sustainability. 

The technology and production category 
includes environmental innovation and 
dissemination. Through the nascent 
production of environmentally sound 
technologies, technical solutions can be 
circulated worldwide.Attention to this 
category encourages technology that 
results in cleaner air and water, more 
efficient energy and transportation 
usage, and better building practices, 
including the use of alternative materials 
and fuels . 

The land use and waste management 
category refers to how land is used and 
how waste is reduced, reused, recycled 
and eliminated. Good land use and 
waste management practices require 
brownfield redevelopment, land 
conservation, solid waste disposal, 
recycling, composting, sanitation, 
wastewater reduction and building 
material recycling. These criteria also 
call for monitoring programs and 
environmental impact assessments for 
sustainable technological solutions. 

Finally, the urban policy and planning 
category addresses often abstract social 
and quality-of-life issues. This category is 
comprised of elements such as health, 
social housing, economic development, 
agriculture and food security, retention 
of unique urban and natural characteristics, 
sustainable development legislation, 
inclusivity, diversity and equity. 

Having expanded upon the meaning of 
the analytical criteria, their practical 
application for evaluating Olympic 
sustainability objectives and realities is 
discussed below. 



Putting the Framework 
into Practice 
Using the categories outlined above, 
I analyzed documents from previous 
Olympics ( 1994 to 2004) to measure 
the effectiveness of sustainable planning. 
The results from this test indicate that 
the most highlighted areas are education 
through volunteerism; energy and water 
efficiency; greenhouse gas reductions 
and air quality; and waste management 
and recycling. These results show that 
areas that required a slight modification 
in technology or behaviour were most 
easily adopted (things like recycling bins, 
energy efficient fixtures and water 
saving mechanisms), while those areas 
that were more politically charged or 
most tangentially connected to the 
traditional role of an elite athletic event 
(issues like public health and social 
housing) were largely ignored. Therefore, 
while much advancement was made in 
public transportation, for example, 
special parking lots were created for 
"dignitaries" such as visiting International 
Olympic Committee members who 
were unwilling to change their 
behaviour patterns. Clearly, Olympic 
environmental planning has been more 
about appeasing directives through 
simple goals, than about overhauling 
conceptions of mega-event planning. 

I then used the sustainability framework 
to analyze information from public 
surveys, interviews with public leaders, 
and the promises laid out in the 
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Vancouver Bid Book.3 Interestingly, the 
findings from earlier Olympics starkly 
contrast with Vancouver's approach to 
date .According to these hopes and 
promises,Vancouver aims to have a 
more rounded sustainability agenda 
addressing some of the more difficult, 
politically charged areas. By including 
public participation, social housing and 
minority skills training in addition to the 
more traditional areas of environmental 
focus,VANOC hopes to host an 
inclusive games. Furthermore,VANOC 
aims to achieve these goals through the 
first ever Olympic multi-party 
agreement to ensure that its promises 
are delivered. Whether VANOC 
succeeds remains to be seen. However, 
the framework presented here suggests 
that ifVANOC continues to focus on 
these areas, Vancouverites can rightly 
boast to the world about their healthy, 
sustainable city in 20 I 0. 

Conclusion 
Vancouver hopes to host the most 
sustainable games in 20 I 0, but to be the 
best, a set of criteria must be available 
to determine what constitutes the best. 
It is therefore important to define 
sustainability by providing a clear 
framework for measuring sustainability. 
This can be accomplished through a 
sustainability framework that considers 
engagement and partnerships, promotion 
and education, technology and production, 
land use and waste management, and 
urban policy and planning. 

Although all of these categories are 
interconnected, some are more easily 
implemented than others within existing 
planning structures. For example, it is 
easier to implement new technology 
and innovation than it is to adopt a 
model of citizen engagement that 
requires an overhaul in the top-down, 
expert model of planning. However, 
when applied retrospectively to the 
literature and documents created by 
Olympic host cities from 1994 to 2004, 
as well as looking forward to the 
promises of the Vancouver 20 IO Olympic 
bid book and interviews with key opinion 
leaders, this framework provides a 
sufficient and reasonable method for 
comprehensively evaluating sustainability 
in the urban mega-event planning process. 
My study reveals the importance of 
questioning the notion of sustainability 
and critically examining how it might be 
understood and practised in the 
Olympic context. • 
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