
Other less
fortunate
mascots

2008
Beijing 
Olympics
The Beijing Olympics saw the most 
polluted Games ever. Despite adopting 
measures such as shutting down factories 
and slowing down construction to reduce 
the pollution, athletes and spectators 
were exposed to high levels of toxic 
pollutants. The level of soot doubled that 
of Athens and was 3.5 times higher than 
Sydney’s. “It’s like living in the middle of a 
construction zone," said Bob Lanier, an 
allergy and asthma specialist who visits 
Beijing several times a year.
 The World Bank has cited China as 
having 16 of the 20 most air-polluted
cities on Earth.
 Some 1.5 million Chinese citizens lost 
part of their livelihood when they were 
evicted to make way for Olympics-related 
construction.

2014
Sochi Winter
Olympics
Incomplete hotel accommodation, 
protests, disputes with an ethnic group 
and corruption plagued the Games.
 Less than a week before the Games 
commenced, the transportation and 
housing hubs for visitors were still under 
construction. Hundreds of hotel rooms 
were also incomplete due to the delay in 
hotel construction.  
 Like Rio, Sochi also encountered 
several environmental issues such as 
illegal waste dumping and contaminated 
waters. 
 The country spent over US$50 billion 
on the Olympics. In comparison, Canada 
spent US$8.7 billion for the 2010 Winter 
Olympics and the UK spent some US$15 
billion on the summer Olympics in 2012.
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A tough one, even for the magical
being Vinicius. Guanabara Bay, the host 
site for sailing, windsurfing, triathlon,
open water swimming, rowing and 
canoeing events, is contaminated
with raw sewage and massive
amounts of garbage.    
 According to The Guardian, there are 
about 18 garbage-choked rivers feeding 
into Guanabara Bay. The virus and 
bacteria laden waters can cause 
stomach and respiratory issues that 
could cost athletes their participation at 
the Games. Governments, NGOs and 
businesses have proposed initiatives 
that include installing temporary water 
treatment plants, introducing plastics 

shredder and moulding machines to 
make recyclable products, creating 
carpets from recovered nylon fishing
nets and versatile vessels to store
waste without having to return to
shore to unload.
 Despite the low-cost solutions and 
initiatives, Rio’s state government is 
struggling to fork out cash amid its 
political and economic crisis.  
 Brazilian sailor Martine Soffiatti Grael, 
22, who hopes to qualify for Rio, said: 
“For me since I was a child, it has only 
gotten worse. The government says it 
has lots of programmes to clean
the bay, but I haven’t seen any
progress being made.”
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Vinicius will need to lean on his 
stretching ability to outmanoeuvre 
Brazil’s political instability.
 President Dilma Rousseff and 
about 50 other Brazilian politicians 
are facing impeachment centring 
on bribes and kickbacks over 
Petrobras, the state-run petroleum 
giant. The ongoing scandal is 
taking a toll on the completion of 
needed infrastructure such as the 
Metro system, training facilities 
and the Velodrome.
 Brazil’s newly appointed Sports 
Minister Leonardo Picciani said in
a recent interview: “Impeachment 
proceedings against Rousseff 
paralysed her cash-strapped 
government and it never got 
around to launching an 
International campaign to publicise 
Brazil’s tourist attraction to draw 
more tourists.”

VINICIUS
Named after prominent Brazilian 
poet Vinicius des Moraes, Vinicius 
symbolises energy and exuberance 
of the Brazilian people. In addition
to possessing the agility of a
cat, the balancing skills
of a monkey and
the grace of
a bird, Vinicius
also has the
power to
stretch his
arms and legs
as long as
he wants. 

The big
clean up

Dodge
political 
scandals

Amid its economic downturn and political 
gridlock, Brazil has spent US$7.1 billion on 
infrastructure investment
around Rio. The investment, which includes 
a new rail line, toll road, ports and other 
projects, is expected to deliver some 
lasting and efficient infrastructure 
improvements, said Moody’s. 
 However, several Olympic infrastructure 
projects are reported to be way behind 
schedule. The Velodrome, an arena for 
track cycling, is yet to be ready. It was said 
to be 76% completed in December last 
year. Mario Andrada, a spokesman for Rio 
2016, said it would be “fully ready” by May 
31. In contrast, London 2012’s Velodrome 
was fully completed 18 months prior to the 
Olympics’ opening ceremony. 
 Rails for a subway extension have yet to 
be built along the route. The extension, 
intended to carry spectators to and from 
the Olympic park, requires about US$247 
million to be completed. 
 Set to open on
July 1, this leaves liitle
room to smooth
out any 

complications. Several bridges for 
transportation also remain half 
completed.  
 Last year, Brazil’s economy 
contracted by 3.8%, the worst in 25 
years. Millions of Brazilians have lost 
their jobs and the unemployment 
rate grew from 6.8% in 2014 to 
almost 10% in 2015.
 While the Games is expected 
to provide a temporary boost in 
tax revenues, IMF forecasts 
the economy to still be in
the red in 2017. 
 In February this year, 
Moody’s cut its debt
rating for Brazil to
Junk status.

On guard, Zika!
 Vinicius will need to target the fast- 
spreading mosquito borne-Zika virus, an 
epidemic that is engulfing Brazil and 
would threaten about 500,000 athletes, 
officials and visitors bound for the 
Games.
 Although not life threatening, the virus 
is highly linked to brain malformation and 
disorders in babies born to infected 
women and could lead to paralysis and 
death. According to the World Health 
Organization, 60 countries and 

territories currently report continuing 
mosquito-borne transmission. In its 
recent situation report, Brazil recorded 
1,434 cases associated with the virus, 
the highest in the world.
 Countries are taking precautions 
ahead of the Games. For example, the 
Australian Olympic Committee 
announced that its athletes would be 
supplied with condoms to provide 
protection against infections caused
by the virus.
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With less than 80 days to the Rio de Janeiro Olympic
Games’ Aug 5 opening, Brazil is still grappling
with problems that include a corruption scandal,
a plummeting economy, sub-standard sanitisation,
diseases and a lackadaisical public.
   The Business Times takes a tongue-in-cheek look
at how Vinicius, Brazil’s official Olympic Games
mascot, can help overcome
these hurdles

4 Lift the economyCan Vinicius
save the Games?

The Polar Bear 

Huanhuan  

Lagging ticket sales in the 
domestic market are also 
exacerbating ongoing woes.
Due to the reduced capacity of 
venues for swimming, rowing 
and canoeing events, the 
number of tickets available has 
dwindled from a total of 7.5 
million to slightly above six 
million. However, with less than 
three months to go, less than 

70% of available 
tickets have been 
sold thus far. 
Although most 
tickets for 

foreign markets 
have been sold, domestic sales 
remain slow.
 In the 2012 London Olympics, 
British organisers sold 8.2 million 

out of 8.5 million tickets. Of this, 
76.3% were sold to the UK 
public.
 In an effort to boost domestic 
sales, electronic kiosks will be 
placed across Rio, with tickets 
going at a considerably 
affordable price of about US$18. 
Ticket sales constitute 17% 
of Rio’s budget needs. 
 However, poor domestic sales 
are partly attributed to Brazilian 
culture – doing things at the 
eleventh hour. “Excitement will 
pick up as the Games draw 
closer,” Mr Picciani, the sports 
minister, promised.
 Worst case scenario?
 The Brazilian government may 
buy up the unsold tickets and 
distribute them to schools. 

Rally the people!5
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