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Ideas, Issues, Insights 
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The seats at the National Stadium in Tokyo, Japan will remain largely unoccupied during the Olympic Games, as a recent surge in COVID-19 cases prompted organizers to bar specta-
tors from most venues.

IOC wields power over Olympic host countries

T
WO weeks before the start of the Tokyo 
Olympics, a state of emergency was de-
clared by the Japanese government in its 

latest attempt to contain the spread of COVID-19. 
It’s another setback for these Olympics, which 
have already been postponed for a year and will 
now go ahead without spectators in attendance.

With concerns that the Tokyo Olympics could 
become a super-spreader event, why then are the 
games even taking place?

The answer lies in the power that the Interna-
tional Olympic Committee — the self-proclaimed 
“supreme authority” for world sport — holds over 
the cities and countries that host the games.

If anyone was unaware of the IOC’s use and 
abuse of power before 2020, events surrounding 
the Tokyo Olympics during the COVID-19 pan-
demic have shed unprecedented light on the orga-
nization’s iron grip over host cities and countries.

Since early 2020, IOC president Thomas Bach 
and fellow veteran IOC members John Coates 
(chair of Tokyo Co-ordination Commission, the 
main liaison between the IOC and Tokyo organiz-
ers) and Richard Pound have been the dominant 
voices of the committee. Their statements on the 
postponement or potential cancellation of the 
Tokyo games reflect denial, hubris and self-con-
gratulatory rhetoric.

The Tokyo Olympics as “the light at the end 
of the tunnel” has been one of Bach’s favourite 
platitudes, while boosters’ references to a “post-
corona world” illustrate the same unfounded 
optimism.

On the question of contingency plans in the 
event Tokyo needed to cancel the Games, Coates 
flatly stated last year that there was “no Plan B.” 
Bach spread the same message earlier this year.

Criticism from Olympic “insiders” is both rare 
and noteworthy.

In June, Japanese Olympic Committee mem-
ber Kaori Yamaguchi claimed Tokyo had been 

“cornered” into proceeding. She was critical of 
the IOC for appearing “to think it could steamroll 
over the wishes of the Japanese public,” given 
that about 80 per cent of people wanted the games 
postponed again or cancelled.

Attempts to muzzle athletes, as well as journal-
ists and academics critical of the Olympic indus-
try, are commonplace. Athletes are not allowed 
to engage in podium or on-field political protests 
— and some are contractually bound by their 
international federations’ code of ethics to refrain 
from making “adverse comments” on executive 
decisions.

The muzzling of free speech and freedom of 
assembly extends beyond athletes to residents 
of host countries and international visitors. The 
Olympic Charter overrides freedoms that are uni-
versally accepted in democracies by prohibiting 
protests in or near Olympic venues. These areas 
become de-facto IOC territory for the duration of 
the games.

I have first-hand experience of what happens 
to those who speak up against the Olympics, all 
providing invaluable material for my subsequent 
research on the Olympic industry.

My hometown of Toronto has mounted two 
failed Olympic bids: one for the 1996 games and 
the other for 2008. In 1998, I became a member of 
Toronto’s anti-Olympic group, Bread Not Circuses 
(BNC).

In 2001, the IOC sent a team to Toronto to in-
spect its bid preparations. Our group was initially 
prevented from attending a meeting with the IOC. 
It was part of the bid committee’s transparent 
attempt to limit the inspection team’s exposure to 
“naysayers,” as the local press routinely labelled 
us. In the end, Bread Not Circuses was blamed (or 
credited, from our perspective) for “derailing the 
bid.”

Since then, anti-Olympic and Olympic watchdog 
groups have proliferated and a number of bid 
cities have held referendums — democratizing 
trends that Bach considers inappropriate and 

unnecessary. The situation facing Tokyo today 
demonstrates the vital need for critical voices to 
be heard.

Despite IOC claims that athletes’ safety in 
Tokyo is a priority, COVID-19 countermeasures 
were universally criticized by medical experts 
and athlete advocacy organizations.

Most significant was the failure to provide 
adequate protection for athletes, even adding to 
their contracts a mandatory waiver absolving the 
IOC of responsibility if they contracted COV-
ID-19 or suffered any other “serious bodily harm 
or even death.”

The host city contract for every Olympics 
states the IOC is the only party empowered to 
postpone or cancel the event. The contract has a 
weak “force majeure” clause that states “if the 
IOC has reasonable grounds to believe, in its sole 
discretion, that the safety of participants… would 
be seriously threatened or jeopardized for any 
reason whatsoever.”

If the IOC terminates the contract, the city, the 
host National Olympic Committee and the orga-
nizing committee all waive any claim and right to 
“damages, or other compensation or remedy.”

A cancelled Olympic games would leave Tokyo 
liable for billions of dollars — one estimate puts 
the cancellation costs at US$17 billion. But as 
some experts have pointed out, “the economic 
loss would be much greater” if the Tokyo games 
turn into a super-spreader event.

The emergency declaration represents one 
small step towards protecting Tokyo’s citizens, 
but does nothing towards safeguarding the tens of 
thousands of athletes and officials who will arrive 
in the city to participate in the circus maximus 
that is the Olympic games.

Helen Jefferson Lenskyj is professor emerita of sociology and equity 
studies in education at the University of Toronto.

This article has been edited for length; the full version can be seen at 
winnipegfreepress.com or theconversation.com/ca.

Diet-wise, the kids 
are not all right

MOST people would agree that protecting 
children should be our country’s utmost prior-
ity. Protecting children from unhealthy food 
products and fast-food chains has been the 
subject of many conversations.

Ads for sugary food products geared toward 
children have been contested for years, and 
some countries have opted to ban them, one 
way or another. The United Kingdom, the lat-
est country to do so, banned TV advertising 
for food products high in fat, salt and sugar 
between the hours of 5:30 a.m. and 9 p.m.

In Canada, an attempt was made to regulate 
ads aimed at children. Bill S-228, known as the 
Child Health Protection Act, was introduced 
with the intention of restricting the market-
ing of food and beverage products high in salt, 
saturated fat and sugar to children aged 12 
years and younger. However, the bill never 
received further consideration by the federal 
government, owing to the 2019 election.

While Parliament hasn’t done anything on 
the issue since, Health Canada has provided 
guidelines for industry to consider and is ex-
amining the new U.K. rules on advertising.

Meanwhile, our food industry recently re-
leased a Code for the Responsible Advertising 
of Food and Beverage Products to Children. A 
coalition that includes most major processors 
and restaurants in Canada chose not to wait 
for the federal government to regulate this 
advertising.

The announcement mentions that the code 
exceeds Health Canada’s recommendations. 
Perhaps, but many Canadians are skeptical of 
self-regulating proposals from industry. When 
it comes to public-health issues, Canadians 
tend to trust governments more than industry.

There’s some science to not allowing 
marketing to persuade young consumers. 
Recent developments in neuroscience show 
that younger children’s cognitive development 
prevents them from making rational decisions 
when watching advertising, and can skew 
judgment on what products are desirable. And 
marketing is all about creating desires.

Many countries have recognized this and 
regulated the food industry and its marketing 
practices — including Mexico, Iran, Chile and 
several in Europe.

According to Statistics Canada, nearly one-
third of Canadian children are overweight or 
obese, and the number of obese children may 
have gone up in recent months. COVID-19 
lockdowns and continuing public-safety mea-
sures have kept many children from organized 
sports and physical activities, putting a toll on 
their overall health.

This is one challenge regulators will have to 
keep in mind, whether they decide to regulate 
advertising to children or not.

But regulating advertising to children isn’t 
as simple as you may think. First, television 
isn’t how most children take in information 
these days. Internet streaming services and 
social media are the main vehicles used by 
many, and regulating anything on these plat-
forms can be difficult.

In 1980, Quebec imposed a ban on advertise-
ments for toys and food aimed at children un-
der age 13 in print and electronic media. That 
ban has had mixed results since many people 
in Quebec watch media content that originates 
outside the province. Also, food companies 
now advertise to older children, which makes 
the 13-year-old threshold difficult to imple-
ment in many social and commercial settings.

Bill C-10, aimed at updating Canada’s Broad-
casting Act, would have given the federal 
government more power to regulate more 
popular internet streaming services, such as 
Amazon Prime, Disney+ and Netflix. Compli-
ance would be expected of everyone, as it is 
now for traditional broadcasters such as CTV, 
Global and private radio stations.

Regulating the content of many media will 
be challenging, if not impossible. That’s just 
the way it is today. And with a federal election 
looming, Bill C-10 may suffer the same fate as 
Bill S-228 and never see the light of day.

Beyond regulations, however, is one of the 
most powerful tools we have when it comes 
to promoting sound nutrition: education. Kids 
don’t buy these products; their parents do. 
Given that children are highly vulnerable, 
parents should continue to act as gatekeepers 
of fridges and cupboards in their homes.

It’s critical we don’t let parents off the hook, 
especially now. Industry will always innovate 
and be ahead of policy and regulations aimed 
at banning certain practices. When it comes 
to food, our best defence is good, responsible 
parenting.

Over time, society gets to decide the rights 
and wrongs by asking governments to act. 
Food advertising aimed at children may be one 
of these cases.

In the meantime, industry undoubtedly 
recognized we have a problem and released its 
code to limit advertising to children. We ought 
to give it a shot and see what happens over the 
next few years.

But the government should certainly put 
industry on notice. There’s nothing more pre-
cious than our children.

Sylvain Charlebois is senior director of the agri-food analytics 
lab and a professor in food distribution and policy at Dalhousie 
University.

— Troy Media

School-tax rebate is classic bait and switch

EVERY Manitoba homeowner recently received 
a nicely packaged gift: a school tax rebate 
averaging more than $400, just before summer 
holidays.

We all know about the perils of looking gift 
horses in the mouth, and this one is no excep-
tion. First, there is the most obvious con — it’s 
not a gift at all, but a loan. Why a loan? Because 
to make the “gift,” Premier Brian Pallister had 
to borrow the money, all $240 million of it, this 
year, and will need to borrow twice that amount 
next year.

Who pays? We all do, as the victims of the bait 
and switch, because we will all face the tax bill 
down the road. This is voodoo math, much like a 
Ponzi scheme, where you borrow from the future 
to pay unaffordable benefits in the present.

That’s the most obvious con. But beneath the 
bait and the switch, there is a deeper fraud going 
on. Pallister is peddling the notion that somehow 
next year, we can have twice as big a rebate — 
at the cost of $580 million more borrowing by 
government. Then, magically, in another year or 
two, no property taxes for education at all. Look 
at this wonderful future — cutting many home-
owners’ property tax bills in half. Too bad about 
renters, however — they get nothing.

The math is simple. Right now, Pallister is 
promising to give homeowners (not renters) a 
big tax break. The bigger your house, the bigger 

your break. Pallister’s mega house gets a $16,000 
break; a small house in St. Boniface gets only a 
$500 break (after losing the $700 property tax 
credit).

Here’s why there’s a switch coming: education 
spending is made up of two main pots of money 
— a little more than $1 billion comes from the 
special levy everyone hates to see on their tax 
bill, and a slightly more than $1.4 billion comes 
from provincial general revenues. In other 
words, 59 per cent of total education costs at the 
school level come from the province, and 41 per 
cent from the special levy.

A further $660 million comes from the prov-
ince to give tax rebates to various groups, and to 
contribute to the Teachers’ Retirement Allowanc-
es Fund. That leaves a big gap — a billion-dollar 
gap. How will that gap be filled?

We’ve seen the bait, so where’s the switch? 
That’s the question Pallister and Education 
Minister Cliff Cullen won’t answer… yet. They 
won’t answer because they know that 41 per cent 
of education costs won’t disappear, no matter 
how hard they squeeze the education budget. 
This budget has been squeezed already for years. 
There is no fat left.

Even this year, when school divisions still have 
the special levy, there are teacher layoffs and 
program reductions being required to meet Pal-
lister’s austerity budget demands. Total adminis-
trative costs are three per cent — so, no savings 
there. If $1 billion is removed from provincial 

revenues, one of two things must happen: impor-
tant services will be cut, or taxes will go up. Or, 
perhaps, some combination of the two.

So where will the $1 billion come from to 
replace the 41 per cent share now covered by 
school taxes? The low-hanging fruit are the prop-
erty tax credits now used to offset the impact of 
school taxes on low-income people. These credits 
are mostly progressive, because all homeowners 
get them equally, offsetting a much higher pro-
portion of school taxes on lower-cost homes.

They are especially helpful to fixed-income 
seniors. Eliminating those tax credits would 
save government $350 million, which still leaves 
a $650 million hole to fill. Pallister says he will 
save $40 million through “efficiencies” — maybe 
he can, but that’s still not nearly enough to fill 
the gap. Will more teachers be laid off? More 
programs cut?

The real question is, which taxes will be 
raised? Already, Pallister’s promised elimina-
tion of school taxes and the associated credits 
unfairly benefit owners of higher-value property. 
If the past is any guide, it’s a sure bet the govern-
ment’s still-secret new financing plan and the 
taxes to support it will hurt, but won’t hurt the 
wealthy nearly as much as the poor.

Tim Sale is a former assistant deputy minister of education for ad-
ministration and finance and a research associate with the Canadian 
Centre for Policy Alternatives — Manitoba.
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