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The re la tio n sh ip  between the Olym pic Gam es and 

nature can be traced back to antiquity. Pausanias, the 

renowned Greek writer, visited Olympia in the 2nd century 

CE when the sanctuary was experiencing its golden age. 

He described the sacred place with appreciation for the 

beauty of the landscape, especially the Alpheios River: 

"By the time you reach Olympia the Alpheios is a large and 

very pleasant river to see, being fed by several tributaries, 

including seven very important ones" (Pausanias, 5.7.1, 

transl. W. H. S. Jones, 1966). He depicted Olympia as an 

ecosystem with abundant trees. "The Pelopium (...) is 

surrounded by a stone fence, w ithin which trees grow" 

(Pausanias, 5.13.1). "It is no w onder that the w hite 

poplar grew first by the Acheron and the wild olive by the 

Alpheios" (Pausanias, 5.14 .3). "Underthe planetrees in
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the Altis, just about in the centre of the enclosure, there is 

a bronze trophy" (Pausanias, 5.27.11).

The fa th e r of modern Olympism was a concerned 

conservationist. In 1907, IOC President Pierre de Coubertin 

wrote in the Olym pic Review  that he was alarm ed by 

an Increasing problem: "the environs of towns and, in 

general, every place for races and excursions suffer the 

rubbished papers that tourists and sportsmen have 

sp rinkled." He gave particular attention to car races 

because "The problem would be to find for the tracks 

of rallyes a product rather than paper, or susceptible of 

m odifying its deplorable resistance which it offers to 

the action cf the elements (...) like an indelible scar" 

(Coubertin,1907:238-239).

In light of the above, is ecology part of the DNA of the 

Olympic Games? Another question that arises is whether 

the Olympic Movement engaged with ecology before or 
after the 1992 United Nations (UN) Conference and the 

1992 Winter and Summer Olympic Games. This article 

aim stoprov de a perspective on the topic.

Albertville ‘92: ecologist protests

Preparations for the 1992 Olympic Winter Games sparked 

protests from the very beginning. A plan to build new 

facilities along the French Alps was the problem. Hosting 
the Games in February 1992 significantly boosted the 

protests against the IOC, the organisation responsible 

for all Olympic Games. Verification can be found atthe 

Olympic Studies Centre in Lausanne, in the archive of 

correspondence from ecologist groups and individual 

citizens. Mostletters were directly addressed to President 

Samaranch.

A good example of that correspondence is the letter 

written by the Fédération Rhône-Alpes de Protection de 

la Nature (FRAPNA) in January 1992. This local ecologist 

group played a prominent role in complaints about the 

impact of Albertville '92. After "finishing a report on the 

dam aging effects that the preparation of the Games 

of Albertville had on nature", FRAPNA concluded that 

"the IOC directly involved with this organisation". The 

letter was attached to issue number 28 of Petit Tetras, 

a magazine published by FRAPNA, titled "FRAPNA is 

not an Olympic partner: Olympics against Nature" (OSC 
Archives).



IOC Secretary-General Françoise Zweifel replied to many 

of these letters sent by ecologists and in d iv id u a ls . 

Her usual message stated that "The IOC is also very 
concerned about environmental issues, which w ill be 

dealt with in depth at its next Congress” (OSC Archives). 

Zw eifel's response show s th at the IOC recognised 

ecological issues in Albertville '92, that they concerned 

Samaranch and his team and, more importantly, that 

they needed to discuss the topic in future IOC Sessions.

The Olym pic W inter Gam es in A lb e rtv ille  caused 

more criticism  than ever, w h ile  interest in ecology 

rose in Western societies. First of all, these Olympics 

were hosted in the heart of the Alps, one of the most 

treasured ecosystems in Europe, and "never before 
had the W inter Olympics been so regionalized, with 

the competition sites (...) in 13 Alpine com m unities". 

"Reports confirmed that construction was on a scale 

that would result in the irrevocable transform ation 
of the natural environm ent" (Cantelon and Letters, 

2010: ¿*23). The environm ental damage caused by the 

construction of new sporting venues altered the natural 
landscape, but there were other negative impacts as 

well. The inhabitants of La Plagne, the site of the luge 

and bobsleigh events, "wore gas masks (...) against the 

risk (...) of the ko tonnes of ammonia needed to freeze 

the bobsleigh track" (Newlands, 2011:155-156).

Some m edia had voiced discom fort back in 1989; 

therefore, an alliance of ecologist groups used media 

interest in the issue to protest by using the opening 

ceremony as a protest platform. International pressure 
backed criticism of the 1992 Olympic Winter Games. The 

IOC, which had previously had little engagement with 

ecological matters, abruptly faced negative feedback 

from the international media and environm entalists. 

The u p co m in g  Earth S u m m it a lso  cam e u n d e r 

international pressure. "Landslides, road bu ild in g , 

deforestation, disruption of natural habitat, permanent 

facilities without post-event use, non-recyclable waste, 

blighting of the countryside" were ju st  some of the 

costs associated with the 1992 Olympic Winter Games 

(DaCosta, 1997:101).
It became a political concern when the Council of 

Europe voted in early 1992 on a resolution condemning 
the environmental impact in Albertville '92 and favouring 

eco-friendly guidelines at sport events. The European 

Parliament also intervened on i 6 tn March while adopting 

a report by a German Europarliamentary, deploring the 

environmental damage and recommending "to the IOC 
that environm ental com patibility should henceforth 

be an essential criterion for the choice of a site for the 

Olympic Games” (OSC Archives).

The Albertville '92 OCOG did not acknow ledge the 
existence of environmental scandals, avoided a negative 

image, and conveyed the opposite perspective. OCOG 
Co-President Michel Barnier said that, “apart from the

recognised success of the event, the Savoie successfully 

met another challenge: the gradual reconquest of 

the enviro nm e nt". Thi s strategy was based on the 
revitalisation of landscapes and parks. It was argued that 

new constructions for the ski jum ps in Courchevel and 

the bobsleigh run at La Plagne promoted "landscape 

integration measures such as new plantations" (Barnier, 

1993:23).
The IOC also refused to adm it publicly that Albertville 

’92 had affected the environment. It officially rejected 

ecological issues at the Games, although internally it 

assumed them, as we have demonstrated. In addition, 

it reported on what it considered to be positive efforts 

for the alpine landscape, mostly emphasising aesthetic 
initiatives aimed at alpine beautification. The Olympic 

Review  was one tool to spread that official message1. The 

Olympic Movement hid ts real concern about the issue 

by dism issingthe ecologists' complaints, claim ing that 
they were 'm edia cam paigns' (Cantelon and Letters, 

2010: A24).
Lausanne also backed Michel Barnier as a politician 

specialising in the French environm ent and one who 

guaranteed green efforts by the OCOG. He even was 

appointed Minister of the Environment and Way of Life 

in 1993. The IOC emphasised that he was "a man who 

for years has (...) approached to the serious problems 

posed for a man by the rapid deterioration of his 

environment" (Gafner, 1993: 6 ). Consequently, he was 

in charge of defending the 1992 Winter Olympics in issue 

no. 35 of Olympic Message, a journal published by the 
IOC. The magazine recognised "mistakes m ade”, though 

it aim ed to stress proper m anagem ent of ecological 

challenges.
The IOC understood that it needed to establish a 

defensive strategy in order to approach eco -friend ly 

p o lic ie s  an d  avo id  m ore n e g a tiv e  c a m p a ig n s 2. 

Albertville '92 is im portant to this research because, 

despite adopting new infrastructural, economic and 

territorial standards3, the IOC was criticised for negative 

environmental impacts.

The 1992 Earth Summit: brief overview

The UN Conference took place after decades of infor­

mation regarding ecological problems. Environmental 

aw areness emerged in m any countries, and there 

was talk of global w arm ing in some social sectors and 

countries'*. An ecological emergency and a need for 

international political reactions were perceived. The 

increasing dem and for natural resources led to eco­

lo g ica l aw are n ess. Erosion, d e se rtific a tio n , and 

threatened ecosystems were thought to affect our 

m odern ways of life . Sustainab le  and responsib le 

uses of resources were seen as essential. This led to a 
tendency in liberal sectors towards the consideration of

Sirwke-free Games
—̂  i t - . —. . .

Poster for the'Sm oke- 

free Games1 project. 

Barcelona '92 guided 

environmental 

principles with 

practical measures 

such as this campaign 

and the monitoring of 

atmospheric and air 

pollutants. COOB'92 

launched a campaign 

to ban smoking in 

the indoor facilities 

(Spanish law did not 

yet prohibit this).

The IOC had earlier set a 

good example: In 1983, 

following a proposal 

by the President, 

smoking was banned 

during sessions.

The f irs t ‘sm oke-free1 

Winter Olympics 

took place in 1988 

in Calgary.
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Cover page of Olympic 

Message, issued by 

the IOC in March 1993. 

It was totally focused 

on environm ental 

and sustainable 

approaches to the 

Olympic Games and 

their necessary eco- 

friendly management.

sustainable ideals and principles (Strong, 199^: 20-23; 

Eckersley, 1992).

The 1992 UN Conference in Rio, or Earth Summit (known 

as Eco-92 in Brazil, the host country) was a high-level 

meeting that marked global society's attitude towards 

ecology. The evolution of ecologism after the Second 

World War "explains the context of the 1992 Conference. 

In December 1989, the UN General Assembly, in reaction 

to (...) the B ru n d tla n d  Report, decided  to host a 

conference about environm ent and developm ent in 

June 1992" (Strong, 1994: 41). This decision in 1989 was 

adopted with UN Resolution 44/2 2 8 .  it was also agreed 

th a t the meeting should be attended by all the nations 

in the w orld, represented by their heads of state or 

government5.

The UN Conference on Environm ent was held from 

3,a to 1 4  June 1992. Nearly all UN m em ber nations 

participated and 116 were represented by their heads of 
state or government. The Global Forum was also held 

in Riocentro, site of the UN conference. This was an 

opportunity for international organisations, ecologist 

groups, and Non-Governm ental Organisations (NGOs) 
to discuss strategies and proposals. M eanw hile, UN 

m em ber states d iscussed agreem ents like the Rio 

D eclaratio n , the Agenda 21 or the Convention on 

Biological Diversity.

P a rt ic ip a tin g  NGOs rece ived  o ffic ia l passes to 

R iocentro for the G lo b al Forum . The E x h ib it io n  

Hall insid e Riocentro was sp ecifica lly  for the NGOs, 

equipped with meeting rooms and where the Olympic

delegation delivered its presentation. The schedule 

at the Global Forum included ‘A Better Way’ , in which 

every organisation had 30 minutes to present its vision 

and solutions to ecological issues. The speeches were 

follow ed by debates w ith other NGOs (Sorom elho 

Marques, 1993; OSC Archives).

The conclusions of the 1992 UN Conference in Rio 

urged countries and organisations to "facilitate and 
encourage p u b lic  aw areness and p artic ip a tio n  by 

making info-mation widely available" (Rio Declaration, 

1992, io ,h pr nciple). Rio de Janeiro became the focus 

of several approaches to ecologist thought: radicals, 

le f t -w in g  m o v e m e n ts, a n im a l rig h ts a c t iv is ts , 

pragmatic environm entalists, conservationists, and 

sim ila r groups. The IOC paid attention to the Earth 

Sum m it in the wake of the negative image generated 

by the environm ental im pact of A lbertville '92. The 

Organising Committee of Barcelona '92 (COOB'92) did not 

emphasize a communication strategy before 1992. The 

Rio Declaration's 10th principle was adopted when the 

1992 Summer Olympics were about to begin. Although 
this left little time to have an effect, the UN Conference 

raised environmental awareness during Barcelona '92, 

and in some cases, it was raised by the IOC itself.

The IOC's participation in the Earth Summit

As early as the 1960s, the UN began working with the 

Olympic Movement. The IOC approached the UN when 

the issue of South African apartheid broughtaboutan 

interest in sports. At the 1972 Olympics in M unich, a 

symbolic gesture acknowledged the 1972 UN Conference 
on the Human Environment in Stockholm when many 

NOCs planted shrubs and trees brought from th eir 

countries in M unich Olym pic Park (Chappelet and 
Kiibler-Mabbott, 2008:109; IOC, 2012:16).

Embodied by the capitalist economy and influenced 
by p re p a ra tio n s for the Earth S u m m it, W estern 

nation s and o rg an isatio n s in cre a sin g ly  em braced 

en viro n m e n talist concepts. The IOC paid attention 

to the Earth Sum m it in the w ake of the negative 

im age generated by the enviro n m e n tal im pact of 

Albertville '92. It assessed the advantages of promoting 

post-Olym pic green legacies. "In the current phase of 

globalized capitalist flows, this process of an ecological 

rift is (...) acute, and it has had an immense impact in 

environm ental sustain ab ility."  In th is context, "the 

IOC has operationalized the green dynam ic imbued by 

Olympic Games hosting" (Karamichas, 2013:67).

The process started in Lausanne's IOC Headquarters, 

when the UN Conference's Media and Information Office 

met with the IOC a few days before the Rio Summit. The 

IOC was considered an NGO by the Summit's organisers 

(the other fcrm of participation was as a UN member 

state). This meant that it was part of the Global Forum



with access to important meetings: IOC representatives 

at th e  Earth S u m m it w ere aw are of the m a in  

negotiations and agreements between the UN, nations, 

and other organisations. A photocopying service was 

available to accredited NGOs; this allowed the Olympic 

delegation to collect im portant documents (only one 

copy per accredited participant) to be examined by the 

IOC Board in Lausanne6.
The IOC delegation took the floor at 'A Better Way', 

respecting that "The rules of participation of NGOs 

in the conference w ill be considered by the Bureau 

at the beginning of the conference" (OSC Archives)7. 

Presentations at 'A Better W ay’ follow ed a specific 

structure consisting of an introduction, a subject, and 

ideas for change. The IOC delegation delivered a speech: 

‘The Olympic Movement and the Environment, by the 

International Olympic Com m ittee’ . Its introduction 

focused on the following:
• The 103’d IOC Session in Paris ( 199 4  C e n te n n ia l 

Congress) planned to focus on four central topics, with 

the environment as an additional topic.
The first em b lem atic ecological in it ia tiv e  in the 

Olympic Movement was the planting of bushes and 
trees in the Olympic Park during Munich '72.

The new IOC Headquarters in Lausanne were built 

respecting the trees in Vidy Park, and the architectural 

plans for a new Olympic Museum were modified to 

preserve an old oak.

The IOC had cooperated with the UN and its agencies 

for years (UNESCO, WHO, UNEP, etc.).
The Olympic Movement dem onstrated an interest 

in ecology by its presence in Rio, where it aim ed to 

cooperate in protectingthe Earth.

It was also argued that "the IOC is an international 

no n-governm ental organisation whose actions and 

measures in favour of the environm ent are projected 

without political purposes". Although environmental 

policies were the responsib ility of each UN member 

state, this meant that “the IOC holds tools to improve 

the relation between sport and the environment" (OSC 

Archives).

The IOC presentation also em phasised three recent 

m ile s to n e s  th a t v a lid a te d  O ly m p ism 's  in te re st 

in eco lo g ica l issu e s: a tm o sp h e ric  p o llu tio n  and 

dangerous smog during the 1984 Summer Olympics 

in Los Angeles, Albertville's 1992 Winter Olympics and 

"its policies of beautification of landscapes and the 

environment", and the negotiations between the OCOG 

of Lillehammer ’94, ecologists, and the local community 

(OSC Archives). Barcelona '92 was not mentioned.
The IOC delegation also announced new environmental 

criteria for candidate cities. This initiative, to be launched 

during the 2000 Olympic Games bidding process, would 
include a mandatory report, including environmental

requirem ents, subm itted by the cand id ate c ities. 

Aspects such as a transportation plan to prevent air 

pollution, waste treatment, efficient water and energy 

management, and ecological education programmes 

were to be included in the report. In an implicit allusion 

to Albertville ’92, the IOC also promised that the bids 
should prove that their infrastructure projects "were 

focused on a method to eliminate, or at least to reduce, 
all attacks against nature " (OSC Archives).

The presentation culm inated with a brief message 

w ritten by Juan Antonio Sam aranch, endorsing the 

O lym pic co m m itm ent to ecology. N either the IOC 

President nor the IOC Executive Board participated in the 

Earth Sum m it. Sam aranch, however, did go to Rio de 

Janeiro in February 1993 to attend the Beach Volleyball 

World Tour. This opportunity was used to ratify the 

agreement on Olympism with the local authorities and 

the Earth Summit conclusions (OSC Archives).

The Earth Summit in Rio led directly to the adoption 
of measures by the IOC, and the assumption of liability 

for n egative im p acts re su ltin g  from ho stin g  the 
Olym pics8. IOC Member Richard W. Pound stated in 

1993 that, as a participant in the UN Conference, the 

IOC must "determine the extent of its role in protection 

of the envi'onm ent. The enormity of the problem has 

been identified by m any national and international 

organisations. Conferences have been held; laws have 

been enacted" (Pound, 1993:14).

r  i r Ecology ever more in 

focus: At Beijing 2008 

participants and 

visitors struggled at 

times w ith the city 

smog but other Games 

have also given cause 

for concern. Winter 

Games have often 

necessitated extensive 

building works and 

incursions into areas 

of nature and harmful 

emissions are also a 

target for criticism.
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The UN Correrence's 

Media and nformation 

Office designed a 

sp e c if ir'E a th  Pledge’ 

campaign involving 

media and inter­

national stakeholders. 

Olympism was one of 

them. After the Rio 

Summit, the office 

contacted the IOC.

On 1" July 1992, they 

sent a fax to Juan 

Antonio Samaranch 

tellin ghim  about the 

campa gnto promote 

this during the 

Barcelona Games. 

Samaranch agreed and 

IOC Director General 

Fran;o sCarrard asked 

theC00B’9;CE0Josep 

M. Aba J to .o in s ig n  up 

for the scheme. Finally, 

athletes signed an 

'Earth Pledge'wall 

in the Olympic Village, 

an in itiative repeated 

in Rio.

This im p lic itly  recognised the va lid ity  of ecologists' 

d em and s regarding the Olym pic Gam es. It forced 

Lausanne to accept the subject of environmental impact 

as another important aspect of the Olympic Movement. 

The IOC considered ecological legacies and assumed a 
new Olympic dim ension in the following years (Kovac, 

2003:112).

Barcelona's participation in the Earth Summit

The city of Barcelona was chosen in 1986 to host the 
1992 Olympics, and the m unicipal authorities planned 

to revitalize the metropolitan area, based on strategic 

cornerstones, i.e . the regeneration of the shoreline, 

the reduction of a ir p o llu tio n , and the prom otion 

of green areas. The Earth Sum m it, held only ¿*o days 

before B arcelona '92, fostered g lobal so cia l and 

political aw areness of said goals. The achievem ents 

of Barcelona '92, in the realm of sustainability, were 

im plicit but not explicit. Although they did not adhere 

to ecological g u id e lin e s or specific standards; the 

urban regeneration was based on a sustainable idea: 

to manage the Games in order to leave an urban legacy 

with a better quality of life after the Olympic Games.

The environmental control programme was planned 

according to European environm ental policies and 

standards. Aiming to achieve a positive legacy for itself, 

Barcelona encouraged a p lanned  urban im pact. It 

embarked on a massive improvement programme under 

the dynam ic impetus of Mayor Pasqual Maragall. The 

construction of a ring road elim inated most rush-hour

traffic jam s, with a corresponding drop in air pollution 

and noise levels. This was accompanied by the creation of 

an additional 3.5 sq km of green areas. The construction 

of an Olympic Village over 0.5 sq km brought Poblenou, a 

decaying industrial area, back to life.

The Organising Committee of the Barcelona Olympic 

G am es w as not d ire c tly  re p resen ted  at the UN 

Conference n Rio. The Games were the m ain priority 

for COOB'92. as they would begin one m onth and a 

half later. The Barcelona City Council, COOB'92's m ain 

institutional partner, attended the Earth Summit, and 

Pasqual Maragall, Mayor and COOB'92 President, signed 

the com m itm ent to the aim s of the UN Conference 

in June. The 1992 Games continued to absorb most of 

the city's attention. As a result of the meetings in June, 

the Mayors of Barcelona and Rio de Janeiro (Maragall 

and Marcello Alencar, respectively) met and signed an 

official declaration a few months later, in 17"' December 

1992.
The introduction to the declaration stated: "In the 

year 1992, the cities of Rio and Barcelona have been 

capitals of the world, due to the UN Conference on the 

Environment and Development and the Olympic Games. 

(...)The two cities, one in the northern hemisphere and 

the other in the southern, proclaim their certainty that 

the role that cities can play in the world w ill increase 

and will be positive" (ACMB archive).

This statem ent reflected a sym b o lic connection 

between Olympism and ecologism. However, neither 

the IOC nor the UN jo in e d  the m eeting or signed the 

declaration. The document, mostly a representational 
proclamation with no legal effects, was agreed to by 
two cities w th o u t either international organisation. 

Highly significant is the fact that both cities emphasised 

two circumstances, that they hosted the Olympics and 
the Earth Summit in the same year.

The final conclusion of the declaration strengthened 

international cooperation: "We w ant to be valid and 

acknow ledged  references for large in te rn a tio n a l 

organizations, in first place the UN, its organs (UNESCO, 

UNFPA, HABITAT, [...] UNDP). The 92 Rio Conference for the 

first time enabled international associations of cities 

and local e rtit ie s [...] to appear together [...] at the 

Conference. [...] In the world there are families, towns, 

cities, regions, countries and nations. We believe the 

best guarantee for the progress of all of them and for 

th e ir  commcn existence is the government of the UN" 
(ACMB archive).

Both c it ie s  w ere e s t a b lis h in g  a b ro th e rh o o d  

according to the principles of the 1992 UN Conference. 

The environm ent and development were issues to be 
dealt with together, addressed by cities like Barcelona 

and Rio under the in te rn atio n a l leadership  of the 

UN. It is true that Maragall signed it four months after 

Barcelona '92 as the Mayor of Barcelona, and not as the



C00B'92 President. Barcelona, however, promoted this 

agreement claim ing its unique authority as an Olympic 

host city. In conclusion, the governments of Barcelona 

and Rio had agreed that the Olympic values and the 

spirit of the Earth Summit should coexist.
Aside from Barcelona City Council, Barcelona '92 did 

not participate in the Earth Summit. The COOB'92 did not 

attend the UN Conference because it was fully focused 

on hosting the Olym pic Gam es, as the interview s 

d em o nstrate. The only docum ented approach to 

the Conference occurred during the 81stm eeting of 

the COOB'92 Executive Board on 15th June 1992. These 

m eetings were structured in fu n ction al areas and 

operational targets. The programme of the 81st meeting 

reveals that, after dealing with operations of budgets, 

hum an resources and certifications, the next to last 

point on the agenda was established to "follow the 

Sum m it in Rio” (CEO-JAS/FBO archive). There were no 
further comments, although 15 minutes of the meeting 
were scheduled to talk about the Rio Summit.

The m anagem ent of Barcelona '92 had previously 
follow ed e n viro n m e n tal p rin c ip le s w ith practical 

measures: ‘Smoke-free gam es' campaign, monitoring of 
sea and air pollutants, and a Rio-Barcelona declaration. 
Such environm ental measures im plem ented during 

the organisation of the 1992 Games were not reinforced 

w ithin  the framework of a com m unication plan. The 

1992 UN Conference highlighted the importance of raising 

environmental awareness, and therefore, gave impetus 
to the adoption of measures during and after the 1992 

Summer Games. Com munication initiatives included 

the organisation of an exhibition called ‘Beloved Earth' 

during the Gam es [a], pedagogical activities at the 

International Youth Camp(IYC) [b], assembly of an Earth 

Pledge w all in the Olympic Village signed by athletes 

[c], and plantingofa number o f trees equivalent to the 

am ount of paper consumed by COOB’92 [d]. Their main 
characteristics were:

They had different targets, [a] and [d] were addressed 

to the general public. However, [b] and [c] were 

focused on the Olympic Family: the lYC’s participants 

and athletes, respectively.

Their promoters were different stakeholders of the 

Games, [a] was organised by the COOB'92 Olimpiada 

Cultural Department, [b] and [c] by the COOB'92's 

Olympic Village Department, [c] by the IOC and [d] 

by Barcelona City Council in collaboration with the 

COOB'92 Executive Board.

Chronologically, the initiatives were held at different 

tim es in relation to the Earth Sum m it (between 3,d 

and iu'h June) and the Olympics (between 25,h July and 

9th August): [a] opened in May and lasted until the day 

after the Games closed, [b] and [c] took place exactly 

during the two weeks of the Olympics and [d] was 
implemented months after Barcelona '92 had ended.

All four projects were conceived either in late 1991 or 

in 1992, directly influenced by the preparations for 

the Earth Summit [a] and [b], its celebration [c], or its 

aftermath [d].

There was collaboration w ith the UN through its 

agency UNESCO in [a] and [b] and directly with the UN 

Conference [c].

One month before the 1992 Olympic Games, the Earth 

Sum m it in Rio an n ou n ce d  co n clu sio n s th at were 

quickly acopted by the IOC. The declaration signed by 

Rio and Barcelona, and the four in itiatives, are good 

exam ples of the approach taken by Barcelona '92 to 

the Earth Summit. These projects had different targets 
and features, were d ifferent from each other and 

encapsulated the same spirit: ecological awareness in 

symbiosis w th the Olympic platform.

The Olympic environmental dimension

By stud y ng the m in u te s of a ll IOC Sessio n s, we 

understand that sustainab ility and the environm ent 

became a m ajor issue for the IOC Members starting 

in the 97th and 98th IOC Sessions. These sessions (in 

Birmingham in June 1991 and in Courchevel in February 

1992, respectively) hosted detailed discussions about 

the subject for the first tim e in Olympic history (OSC 

Archives). The issues concerning Albertville '92 were 

another sign ificant episode. The IOC paid attention 

to ecology, m ostly in reaction to the critic ism  of 

Albertville '92.

The draft of the IOC President's opening speech at 

the 9 9 th IOC Session, on 20m July 1992 in Barcelona, 

proves that the head of the Olympic Movement had 

already adopted an e co -fr ie n d ly  discourse prior to 

the Sum m er Olym pic Gam es. President Sam aranch 
dealt w ith m atters like  the re la tio n sh ip  betw een 

Olympism and culture, the Athletes' Commission, and 

the extreme situation in Sarajevo. He also provided 

different impressions about sustainability and ecology 
and concluded his speech with an allegory comparing

The International 

Youth Camp (IYC) 

of Barcelona '92 

offered an ecological 

education programme, 

providing different 

environm ental 

activities.
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The concept of the 

W inter Games of 1991« 

in Lilleham m erdrew  

ju stifiab le  praise.

It used a large number 

of temporary 

constructions.

The Olympic Village 

was subsequently 

dism antled and the 

buildings sold as 

holiday houses.

the world of sports to a forestand the IOC to a big tree 

suffering the w inds of incom prehension. Samaranch 

claim ed: "dear colleagues, IOC Members, our tree has 

pretty deep roots" (CEO-JAS/FBO archive). Samaranch's 

m essage, together w ith other d iscu ssio n s d u rin g  
the 99!h Session about ecological aspects concerning 

Lilleham m er (OSC Archives), demonstrates that the IOC 

was ready to implement an environmental strategy.
Sam aranch acknow ledged  the su s ta in a b ility  of 

Barcelona '92 as an exam ple: "The effort m ade by 

Barcelona (...) has been accomplished, however, with a 

pattern of restraint. I think that athletes shouldn't feel 

lost in some kind of giant engine. Here, nearan Olympic 
Village built next to the sea, we have a new occasion to 

return to the sources of Olympism." He then cited the 

new Olympic Museum's m odification to avoid felling 

a very old oak in Lausanne. The IOC President then 

declared that the 1994 IOC Centennial Congress would 

o ffic ia lly  adopt an ecological th ird  d im ension and 

would establish strong green criteria for bidding cities. 

"Among the topics that [the Congress] w ill address,

I must m ention the environm ent. Olympism, w hich 

is basically a culture rooted in nature, must be in the 

frontline of the battle to preserve our planet" (CEO-JAS/ 

FBO archive).

The March 1993 issue of Olympic Message was entitled 

Environm ent and was fu lly  devoted to th is topic. It 

contained articles about Albertville '92, Barcelona '92, 

L ille h a m m e r '94 and the 2000 b id d in g  process. It 

became a m eans of o ffic ia lly  recognising the new 

Olym pic d im e n sio n . It also noted that the Olympic

Movement had already targeted the environm ent, 

w hich the jo u rn a l confirm ed in its foreword: "The 

environment has therefore become an intensely topical 

theme for the IOC, and rightly so. (...)Th is issue of the 

Message is devoted to the search for a reasonable 

balance" (Gafner, 1993: i+)- After the alarms raised by the 

ecological protests during the 1992 Winter Olympics, the 

interaction between Eco-92 and the Barcelona Olympics 

demonstra-.ed that the com m unication of ecological 

education could be achieved at the Olympic Games.

Forthis reason, the IOC understood thatthe adoption 

of its third dim ension was feasible and realistic. It was 

accomplished in less than five years, which contrasts 

with lon g -stan d in g  discussions such as am ateurism . 

The IOC environmental policy has promoted worldwide 

ecological awareness since 1993. It collaborates with 

internal institutions like the UN and the EU, and has 

undertaken a series of actions and educational values to 

raise awareness among the sports community (DaCosta, 

19 9 7:10 1-10 2; IOC, 1997: 43). After two decades of the 
Olympic green d im ension, positive and less positive 

feedback regarding its achievem ents hemerged. The 

policy proved to be fle x ib le  w hen und er external 

pressure, tu t  it also lacked the strength to resolve 

internal controversies. The candidate city and chosen 

sites for th ?  Olympic Games must follow  guidelines 

and recommendations, but some call for placing more 

im portance on the en viro n m e n t w hen evalu a tin g  

bidding cities (Mestre, 2010: 26; Jagem ann, 2013: 253­

254).
In conclusion, through the projects and in itiatives 

described in previous sections, the synergy between 
the UN Conference in Rio and the Olympics in Barcelona 

was a key ach ie vem en t in the process to adopt a 

green th irc  d im e n sio n . The IOC stated in 1993 that 
"demonstrators protesting against the environmental 

impact of the various constructions (...) by the staging 
of the Games [of Albertville]" prompted the 98"’ IOC 

Session in Courchevel to propose developing a long­

term environmental protection policy (Gunz, 1993:40). 

Twenty years after the 1992 Olympics, the IOC recognised 

th a t it had been a key year because the United 

Nations (UN) and the Earth Sum m it form ally moved 
environm ental issues into the political m ainstream . 

Its influence meant that "environm ental governance 

became a structural part of the Olympic framework and 

thinking. The culmination of this was articulated atthe 

Centennial Olympic Congress (1994) where concern for 

the environment became the third pillar of Olympism" 

(IOC, 2012:5-6 ).

The o rig in s of the e n v iro n m e n tal d im e n sio n  of 

the Olym pic Movement are an im p ortant legacy of 

Barcelona '92. Although nothing is totally black and 

w h ite , so the en viro n m e n tal m anagem ent of the 

Barcelona Games w as n e ith e r black or w h ite . The



current environm ental and sustainable dim ension of 

Olympism was not the outcome of a single legacy, but 

of various ones. One of them, and a very significant one, 

is the connection between the 1992 UN Conference on 

Environment and Development and the 1992 Summer 
Gam es. This paper stud ied  a ll the d e ta ils  of that 

connection. We can confirm that the origins of the 

environm ental d im ension of Olympism were rooted 
in Barcelona '92. As such, su s ta in a b ility -o rie n te d  
behaviours and e co -fr ie n d ly  criteria in the Olympic 

Movement were more likely to be incorporated as a 
legacy of the Barcelona Games.
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Consulted archives

Olympic Studies Centre in Lausanne (OSC Archives).

Olympics Studies Centre J. A. Samaranch I Fundacio Barcelona Olimpica 

(CEO-JAS/FBO archive), which houses the COOB'92 library and docu­

mentary archive.

Municipal Archive of Barcelona (ACMB archive), which houses the COOB 
'92 documentary archive.

1 Olympic Review  printed Sam aranch’s speech during the 9B'h 

Session, noting that the organisers of the 1992 Winter Olympics 
preserved "magnificent mountains by protecting their flora and 

fauna, as in the superb national park of la  Vanoise” (OR, no. 299, 

1992:193). The IOC President compared the aforementioned protec­
tion of tne Alps to the construction of the new Olympic Museum in 

Lausanne that preserved a hund red-year-o ld  oak. The magazine 

also promised that bidding cities would be asked for a report on 

their ecological impact.

2 In addition to ecological issues, criticism of an organisation 

as prominent as the IOC occurred in the early 1990s (powerful, 
successful in securing funding, etc.). This was inevitable (Toohey 

and Veal, 2007: 50 -5 1). Some criticised the committee for its 

undemocratic, oligarchic and secretive nature, and books like The 

Lords of the Rings (Simson and Jennings, 1992) were published. This 
worried the IOC.

3 There was a change in the management of the Olympics between 

the 1980s and 1990s; i.e , LA'89 was organised around a few 

objectives, for example, developing a cadre of volunteers to m in i­

mise costs and to aid in staging the sports competitions. Atlanta'96 

planned additional goals >uch as urban redevelopment (legacies 

like Woodruff Park and Centennial Olympic Park) and economic 
growth (Burbank et a l., 2001: 79 -101-106). Since Samaranch's 

présidercy Olympism was reprogrammed following a paradigm of 

modernisation, an idea that guides contemporary societies. This 

led to commitment to the environment (Karamichas, 2013:73).

9 There were many interests and ecological approaches in the Earth

Summit, the result of a tomplex process. Governments, NGOs, 
private companies and scientists were some of the varied kinds of 

stakeholders at the event (Dias de Oliveira, 2013:923). However, this 

paper only studied relevart aspects of the Summit to understand 

the participation of the Olympic Movement.

5 It took place in June 1992, a tribute to the 20" anniversary of the 
1972 UN Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm. The 

same Secretary-General, Canadian national Maurice Strong, co­

ordinated both UN Conferences in 1972 and 1992 (Johnson, 1993:19). 

UN Reso ution 99(228 was also important because it reflected the 

fact that 128 developing countries (like China, countries in Eastern 

Europe and African nationsl forced Western countries to strengthen 

the connection between the environment, development and 

poverty, as Montano indicates (1999: 238). Since 1990, the reso­

lution was also committed to hold a few previous international 

conferences known as PrepCom and coordinated by the UNCED, in 

order to prepare for the Earth Summit.

6  These official papers are currently part of the IOC-OSC Archives. 

These in d id e  the guide Information pour les ONG Accréditées a 

I'UNCED, a progress report cn preparatory negotiations entitled The 
Fin al Report an d  PrepCom documents.

7 The IOC’s speech was delivered in a meeting room seating 200. 

Other participants at the Global Forum could read the speech 

because "the documents prepared by the NGOs to be presented at 

the Conference w ill be deposited on tables at the entrance of the 

main conference rooms” (OSC Archives).

8  Pernas Lopez argues that the IOC observed sim ilarities between 

the spirit of the 1992 UN Conference and Olympic principles. The 27 

principles of the Rio Declaration could be traced back to the vision 

of Olympism and to some principles of the Olympic Charter. Another 

example is the adoption cf Agenda 21 by the Olympic Movement 

seven yesrs after it emerged during Eco-92 (2011:15-16).
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