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OLYMPISM AND CORONA 

With the global COVID-19 pandemic, we are all living in much uncertainty. At this 

point in time, this uncertainty is far from subsiding. We are all only beginning to 

understand the far-reaching consequences of the coronavirus crisis around the 

world. What is certain, however, is that this pandemic has affected and will affect 

all areas of society, including all of us in the world of sport, significantly. 

The global spread of the virus has meant that the Olympic Games Tokyo 2020 

have had to be postponed to 2021, a historic decision that was taken in order to 

safeguard the health of the athletes and the hundreds of thousands of people 

involved in the Games.  

In this respect, please accept my sincere thanks and appreciation to each and 

every one of you for your strong support of the decision by the IOC Executive 

Board to postpone the Olympic Games Tokyo 2020, which we took together with 

our Japanese partners and friends. Given the difficult circumstances we are all 

currently facing, the very broad and overarching support for this decision was not 

a foregone conclusion. This is why the support of all 206 National Olympic 

Committees (NOCs), all Summer Olympic International Federations (IFs) plus the 

IOC Athletes’ Commission and the continental athletes’ commissions for this 

historic postponement is a great demonstration of the unity of the Olympic 

Movement under these unprecedented circumstances.  

Coronavirus crisis management 

Now we have another unprecedented challenge ahead of us – organising the 

postponed Olympic Games. This is a first in our long Olympic history, and it is an 

immense task for the IOC, our Japanese partners and friends, and all the 

members of our Olympic community. 
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This new situation will need all our solidarity, creativity, determination and 

flexibility. We shall all need to make sacrifices and compromises. Extraordinary 

circumstances call for extraordinary measures. This situation requires every one 

of us to do our part, and this applies to all of us, including the IOC. 

For our part, we have made it clear that the IOC will continue to be responsible 

for its share of the operational burden and its share of the costs for these 

postponed Games, under the terms of the existing agreement for 2020 that we 

have with our Japanese partners and friends. Although it is too early to give an 

exact figure, we already know that we have to shoulder several hundred million 

US dollars of postponement costs. This is why we also need to look into and 

review all the services that we provide for these postponed Games.  

With regard to supporting the Olympic community that is affected by this crisis, 

we are already in fruitful discussions with the athletes, the NOCs and the IFs, as 

well as our commercial partners and sponsors. As immediate measures, we have 

already extended all Olympic grants to the NOCs to cover their preparations for 

the Games. This also applies to the grants for 1,600 Olympic Scholarship athletes 

worldwide and the IOC Refugee Team. 

The joint Task Force with the symbolic name “Here we Go” is already working at 

full speed in a highly professional way. It has established the priorities and 

management strategies to make these postponed Olympic Games feasible and 

successful. These priorities include first of all to create a safe environment with 

regard to health for all participants. Here, we can continue to rely on the advice of 

the World Health Organisation (WHO) concerning potential adaptations to the 

organisation of mass gatherings. With regard to feasibility, the IOC has provided 

a wide-ranging catalogue of cost-saving measures to the joint Task Force. 

 

By following this strategy, we have the unique opportunity to turn the celebration 

of the postponed Olympic Games Tokyo 2020 into a festival of unity for 

humankind, and a symbol of human resilience to overcome this coronavirus crisis. 

Imagine what a powerful signal of hope these Olympic Games will be for the world 

during these unprecedented times. The Olympic flame can be the light at the end 

of the dark tunnel that humankind currently finds itself in.  
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The post-coronavirus world 

At this moment, nobody knows what the realities of the post-coronavirus world will 

look like. What is clear, however, is that probably none of us will be able to sustain 

every single initiative or event that we were planning before this crisis hit. We will 

all need to take a close look at the scope of some of our activities and make the 

necessary adjustments to the new realities. In this context, the IOC administration 

is reviewing the IOC’s budget and priorities. This review will shortly be presented 

to the IOC Executive Board for discussion and approval. 

The motto when we launched Olympic Agenda 2020, and which is written on the 

wall at Olympic House: “Change or be changed”, is in this crisis-time more 

relevant than ever. As challenging and difficult as the circumstances may appear 

right now, if we draw the right lessons from the current situation, we can shape 

our future to even strengthen the relevance of our Olympic Movement in the world. 

Therefore we should drive further the reforms of Olympic Agenda 2020, in 

particular with regard to sustainability, in order to address this crisis. 

To accomplish this, as a responsible organisation we should dare to look into the 

future of the world after this crisis. History tells us that significant crises or 

systemic shocks, like the coronavirus pandemic, have profound and far-reaching 

impacts on society at large. Therefore, we have to imagine in what kind of post-

coronavirus world sport, the Olympic values and the Olympic Games will find 

themselves in.  

At this moment in time, nobody can truly predict the realities of this post-

coronavirus world. But if we want to be prepared, we need to try to look further 

ahead. To this discussion I would like to contribute some food for thought: One 

could imagine three broad scenarios, while bearing in mind that these are by no 

means exhaustive, nor likely to become reality in their pure form, but will differ 

according to their national, regional and cultural background. 

In the first scenario, society will try to continue much like before the crisis. With 

this scenario, the current crisis would most likely exacerbate already existing 

social and economic inequalities. Too many inequalities and inefficiencies in too 

many societies have been laid bare in this crisis.  
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The world will not be able to overcome these by blindly following computer 

algorithms based on data stemming from the past, like from the financial crisis in 

2008. This crisis is very different. To overcome this crisis will require human 

excellence, experience and creativity.  

The second scenario is largely characterised by society and nations driven even 

more by egoism and self-interest. This scenario could lead to even more divided 

societies, to more inequalities, with all the social risks this entails for the political 

systems. It would lead to a dramatic worsening of international relations, 

protectionism and political confrontation in all aspects of human life: the economy, 

sport, culture, humanitarian aid, everything would become a political tool in this 

political confrontation.   

The main features of the third scenario are more solidarity and international 

cooperation. This scenario would mean that we have understood that we cannot 

predict or shape the future state of the world by relying solely on technology, and 

that no individual, no government, no nation can solve the big problems of 

humanity on their own. This would lead to efforts to share the hardship of the crisis 

in a fair way among people and nations, and to strengthen a fair and cooperative 

world order. 

Whichever elements of these scenarios are dominant, there will be a fundamental 

effect on sport and society at large. 

Being united by our Olympic values of peace, solidarity, respect and unity in all 

our diversity, we can make an important contribution to this post-coronavirus 

world. We can do so from a strong basis. Thanks to the many reforms of Olympic 

Agenda 2020 we are enjoying long-term stability. This allows us to shoulder not 

only our share of the postponement costs of the Olympic Games Tokyo 2020 but 

at the same time keep assisting the athletes and the Olympic stakeholders. Yet 

there is no reason to be complacent. This post-coronavirus world will confront us 

with more challenges, in particular social, economic and political ones. Therefore, 

we have to drive Olympic Agenda 2020 forward and adapt it.   
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Social impact 

We can fairly assume that, in the post-coronavirus society, public health will play 

a much more important role. Sport and physical activity make a great contribution 

to health. While studies by the WHO had already demonstrated this with stunning 

results concerning non-communicable diseases, the coronavirus crisis teaches 

us how much a sound general health situation helps to overcome communicable 

diseases as well. Sport and physical activity are therefore the perhaps most low-

cost tool for a healthy society. To make this even more evident too, the IOC is 

about to conclude a new Memorandum of Understanding with the WHO. 

We can highlight the significance of sport for inclusivity and integration. 

Sometimes, sport is the only activity that unites people regardless of their social, 

political, religious or cultural background. Sport is the glue bonding a society 

together. Such inclusivity is even more important in otherwise deeply divided 

societies. 

We shall also have to consider what social distancing may mean for our relations 

with e-sports. Whilst maintaining our principles by respecting the “red line” with 

regard to the Olympic values, we encourage all our stakeholders even more 

urgently to “consider how to govern electronic and virtual forms of their sport and 

explore opportunities with game publishers” (Declaration of the 8th Olympic 

Summit, 7 December 2019). Some IFs have already been very creative by 

organising remote competitions. We should further strengthen these moves and 

encourage our joint working group to address this new challenge and opportunity.  

Economic impact 

Without any doubt, the current health crisis will lead to a long and deep economic 

crisis, the effect of which on sport may differ from country to country. This will 

depend greatly on the importance governments will give to the enormous social 

capital represented by sport when it comes to the allocation of the financial 

assistance provided by them for the recovery of economy. Therefore, we should 

strongly request governments to appreciate and honour the immense contribution 

of sport to public health, its importance for inclusion, social life and culture, and 

its important role for their national economies.   
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In Europe, for example, a recent study showed that sport contributes more than 

two percent to GDP, a contribution which makes sport economically more 

important than a number of more traditional economic sectors. The same study 

found that nearly three per cent of all jobs in Europe are sport-related. Sport is 

therefore a big employer. 

This study, like many others, demonstrates that sport can play not just a positive 

social role but also an economic one in helping the world to recover from the crisis. 

We are not part of the problem. We can be part of the solution. To achieve this, 

governments must include sport in their economic support programmes.  

However, for most sports events, as for all sectors of society, things will not be as 

they were before. This is why the IOC should further strengthen the sustainability 

and feasibility reforms of Olympic Agenda 2020 with a new phase of the “New 

Norm” to make even more savings possible for the Organising Committees of the 

Olympic Games. These new measures should lead to an even more restricted 

footprint for all the stakeholders at the Olympic Games.  

The IOC will also study whether and how we can accelerate our response to 

climate change. The IOC as an organisation is already carbon neutral, as the 

Olympic Games Tokyo 2020 should also be. Our new aim could be to make them 

both climate positive even before 2030, which is the year targeted by the 

international community to achieve their climate goals. 

For the Olympic Movement as a whole, we may also have to look more closely 

into the proliferation of sports events, as we already discussed at previous 

Olympic Summits. The financial pressure on all the stakeholders, including NOCs, 

IFs and Organising Committees, may require more consolidation in this respect. 

Political impact 

At least in some parts of the world, we may see more nationalism, more 

protectionism and, as a result, more political confrontation. Here, our Olympic 

values of solidarity, peace, respect for each other and for the global rules of sport 

need to be emphasised. By living in and strengthening solidarity we can show that 

respectful international cooperation produces better and fairer results than 

isolationism.  
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We all have to make every effort to ensure that the Olympic Games are supported 

by the entire international community as the demonstration of the “Unity of 

humankind in all our diversity”; that the Olympic Games are building bridges for 

everybody without any kind of discrimination; and that therefore the Olympic 

Games as this unique sports, cultural and social event should be beyond any 

political or other divisive considerations. 

The way forward 

I hope that with these ideas I can contribute to a comprehensive discussion. 

Therefore I propose a wide-ranging consultation among all of us under the 

guidance of the IOC Executive Board and the IOC Session, as we did for Olympic 

Agenda 2020. Already the Ancient Greeks, to whom we owe the Olympic Games, 

knew that with every crisis comes an opportunity. Let us take this opportunity in a 

way of unity and creativity to emerge from this crisis even stronger than before. 

The post-coronavirus world will need sport, and we are ready to contribute to 

shaping it with our Olympic values.  

Lausanne, 29 April 2020 

 

 

 

 

 


