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Since the Rio Summit, sustainability has been enshrined in the official claims of

mega-events, and scholars’ sustainability concerns over mega-events persist. This

research is one of the few contextualising the debates in China where mega-events

have become prevalent and contributed to metropolitan boosterism since the 1990s.

It argues that the ill-defined, ambiguous meaning of sustainability leaves room for host

cities to discursively strike a balance between environment protection, social equity

and economic growth, but unavoidably leads to paradoxes of sustainability in actual

practises. The argument is supported by a longitudinal study on 12 major mega-events

held or to be held in Chinese metropolises. Narratively, Chinese government’s articulation

of sustainability declared by international organisations of top mega-events has evolved

technocratic and inclusive. Practically, amongst the three variants of sustainability,

economic sustainability, and environmental sustainability appear to work better than

social sustainability. Findings of this research call for clarified narratives and concrete

measures to guide mega-event practises.

Keywords: urban sustainability, mega-event planning, neoliberalism, Chinese metropolises, sustainability

challenges

INTRODUCTION

Mega-events are “large-scale, high profile and short life span urban events normally on a one-time
basis, which play an influential and catalytic role in urban development and spatial restructuring”
(Roche, 2017). These events have a long history in the global north but only became prevalent
in the 1970s when space competitiveness and economic growth became the central theme in the
urban agenda under neoliberal urbanism (Ribeiro and Santos, 2017). For policymakers, hosting
a mega-event has been considered “one of the most fundamentally political acts of the modern
age” (Horne and Whannel, 2012). These spectacular events tremendously amplified the trends of
neoliberalisation already underway and disrupted the urban order beneficial to business interests
(Boykoff, 2016). The switch occurred in the early 1990s after the Rio Summit when sustainability
traversed the globe and became enshrined in the official claims of mega-events.

Sustainability issues of mega-events have sparked wide scholarly debates in developed countries,
especially in large metropolises (Smith and Fox, 2007; Hall, 2012; Raco, 2014; Müller, 2015a;
Chirieleison and Scrucca, 2017). Researchers and commentators have openly doubted the practical
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realisation of the claimed sustainability benefits for host cities
(Coakley and Souza, 2013; Gaffney, 2013; Mirzayeva et al., 2020;
Mair et al., 2021; Weaver et al., 2021). The first line of inquiry
is about the global-national organisational synergy of mega-
event sustainability over time (Kromidha et al., 2019; Weaver
et al., 2021), often discursively embodied in event themes and
bid books (Smith and Fox, 2007; Gaffney, 2013; Xu, 2015). The
second line of inquiry is about the paradox under the triple
bottom lines of environment, social and economic sustainability
in practises of host cities, often contested, negotiated and
reconciled by local stakeholders (Fleischer et al., 2013; Taha and
Allan, 2019; Gulak-Lipka and Jagielski, 2020; Mirzayeva et al.,
2020; Mair et al., 2021). With the global prevalence of mega-
events, research echoing these two lines of inquiries is more
crucial for developing countries, where civic engagement is less
common, than for developed ones.

This research aims to enrich global north-based debates on
mega-event sustainability with a longitudinal perspective on how
sustainability has been narrated and practised in Chinese host
cities. Although vagueness exists in terms of what constitutes a
mega-event, scholars acknowledged that an event that attracts
international visitors/participants, obtains wide mediated reach,
secures costs and holds transformative impact can be viewed as
a mega-event (Müller, 2015c), and specific classifications may
vary according to a nation’s own definition, e.g., the definition
of types of events from the New Zealand government1. This
research endorses the view and treats events beyond the national
reach of China as mega-events. Since 1990s, Chinese cities have
been enthusiastic about mega-events and have been coping with
their unprecedented urban transformation (Shin, 2014; Chan and
Li, 2017). As a powerful political instrument to reshape urban
agendas, mega-events in China are a type of spatial fix touching
off multiscale spatial restructuring for capital accumulation. The
Olympic–Expo combo, as a significant component of China’s
rapid rise to prominence at the turn of the century, recalls to
mind what regional rival Japan accomplished several decades
ago during the boom of its economy (Wilson, 2012). Although
the nation aims to impress the world with back-to-back mega-
events and imprint a fresh image of a modern country, the
event-led transformation for rapid wealth creation offers the
locality a chance to take advantage. The emerging mega-event
phenomenon in Chinese cities has attracted the interest of
urbanists (Zhang and Wu, 2008; Shin, 2014; Roche, 2017) and
offers a good vehicle to disentangle how sustainability has been
conceptualised and embodied in mega-event hosting.

WORLDWIDE MEGA-EVENTS
SUSTAINABILITY ISSUES

Since the 1970s, neoliberalism has proliferated globally under
the well-known recession-urged transition of metropolitan
governance from the Fordist-Keynesian regime to the “flexible
accumulation” regime (Swyngedouw, 1986; Schoenberger, 1988;
Scott, 1988; Harvey, 1989; Eisenschitz and Gough, 1993). Unlike

1See https://www.majorevents.govt.nz/.

the preceding Fordist-Keynesian regime that centred on welfare
provision, the neoliberalised form of flexible accumulation places
competitiveness building and growth at the vertex of the urban
development agenda (Jessop and Sum, 2000) for which mega-
events have become vanguards and effective strategies catering
to the growth in politics and appearing as a significant impetus
to the reconstruction and repositioning of ascending economies
(Ribeiro and Santos, 2017; Roche, 2017; Li, 2019). Mega-events
have ushered in a new epoch of global reach rhetorically
assimilated with the growth-first ideology (Makarychev and
Yatsyk, 2015; Trubina, 2015). Global cities strive to compete
for hosting the topmost mega-events, and small events are
“mega-becoming” to sharpen the competitive edge of host
cities (Koh, 2005; Poynter, 2009). Host cities have inter-refer
policy knowledge to advance on- and off-site accumulations
(McCann, 2008). A mega-event and its development usually
imply considerable funds and resources concentrated in a certain
location, which forms a new spatial order in a short span. Hosting
a mega-event normally requires supporting urban development
policies aligned with the future development of the whole city.
Mega-events function as a spatio-temporal fix to remake the
host city for capital accumulation (Harvey, 2001; Sánchez and
Broudehoux, 2013; Ribeiro and Santos, 2017).What distinguishes
a mega-event from other types of affair is its massive, global
and short-term nature. The sizeability of event venues not
only (re)produces the in-site built environment but also incurs
off-site spatial reconfiguration that recomposes broader social,
economic, and cultural structures (Shin, 2014; Trubina, 2014).
As a short-term event, its timeframe has often been incorporated
strategically into the city’s temporary systems that depend upon
and transmogrify the long-term urban agenda (Grabher and
Thiel, 2015). Mega-events also differ from low-profile, ordinary
occasions because they attract global attention.

All these characteristics raise concerns for the sustainability
of mega-events. Being prominent in the 1980s and globally
prevalent in the 1990s, sustainability, initially, had unequivocal
environmentalist underpinnings that embraced biodiversity and
ecosystem integrity (Pow and Neo, 2013). Under the influence
of neoliberalism, sustainability is gradually shouldered with
uncompromising responsibility to ease the tensions between the
mounting pressure on governments to protect the environment
and promoting growth (Dryzek, 1997; Liu and Diamond, 2005).
This evolution is well-exemplified in its pro-growth variant-
economic sustainability, referring to sustained accumulation,
development, and productivity that embrace market allocation
of resources and believes in the “trickle-down” of economic
growth to the poor (Khan, 1995). Another well-known variant-
sustainable development, as reported by the United Nations,
also captures the pro-growth yet environment-sensitive ideology
and proclaims that it “meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their
own needs” (Commission, 1987). This grand narrative further
incorporates the social dimension into sustainability and greatly
expands what sustainability is and how sustainability can (or
should) be achieved. The definition of social sustainability varies
by context. In South Africa, with post-apartheid situation, it
may refer to social inclusivity (Fleischer et al., 2013); but in
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China, where low-income urban citizens or rural migrants are
innumerable, it means social equity and that the redistribution of
wealth would be unbiased. The three variants of sustainability set
the “triple-bottom line” of environmental, economic and social
aspects of urban development and focused on efficiency and
technological solutions to sustainability challenges (Hall, 2012).

Fundamentally, environment protection became a potent
force, and sustainability has been a pursued mandate in mega-
events after the Rio Earth Summit in the early 1990s (Gold
and Gold, 2013). This sustainability, in turn, found resonance
in the official documents of three of the topmost impactful
mega-events, the Olympic Games, World Expositions and FIFA
World Cup. As noted by their respective official organisations,
sustainability is either interpreted partially as an undertaking
serving long-run development or understood as an objective
minimising possible adverse effects.

- International Olympic Committee (IOC): The IOC emphasises
the promotion of sustainable development in sports. The
Olympic Partner (TOP) program furthers the sustainability
agenda of the IOC and the organisation creates conditions
for partners to increase profits whilst advancing the economy
and generating investment, jobs and innovations in host cities
(IOC, 2011, 2012);

- Bureau International des Expositions (BIE): The BIE takes
the post-use intentions into account, particularly in today’s
political environment in which “sustainability” is no longer just
a fashionable phrase but a mandate, and the community’s goals
for generating tourism and economic progress (BIE, 2008);

- Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA): FIFA
has dedicated corporate social responsibility (CSR) directives
to address sustainability in its stated goal of minimising the
negative effects of the World Cup (FIFA, 2012).

These narrated sustainable visions, however, lack specific rules
and measures on the utilisation and exploitation of natural
resources. The ill-defined and vague meanings of “sustainability”
or “sustainable development” have complicated defining mega-
event sustainability (Satterthwaite, 1997; Haughton, 1999; Klauer,
1999). Scholars also identified mega-event syndromes that result
in the unsustainability in urban development (Müller, 2015b).
For instance, underestimating costs but overlooking the potential
risks in event finance. Since 1960s, the average overrun for
the Olympic Games is nearly 180%. The 2010 Commonwealth
Games in New Delhi (India) initially had a budget of 50 million
USD but eventually cost over 4 billion USD. The event hijacking
urban development or leaving redundant constructions in its
wake is another unfavourable consequence for host cities. An
example is Rio de Janeiro, where the 2007 Pan American Games,
2014 Football World Cup and 2016 Olympic Games were held.
Its mayor admitted that these mega-events were prioritised over
the city’s own development and overwhelmed Rio’s plan. The
unlimited liability of the government to offer event facilities
and infrastructure burdens host cities whilst profits accrue to
international event organisers and contractors. For instance,
the 2014 Russia Winter Games in Sochi built roads and rail
lines to connect the venues, but the operational cost was overly
high to afford even after the event ended. Moreover, the social
sustainability of mega-events cares about gentrification resulting

from event-led spatial restructuring given that mega-events often
entail massive relocation. Some examples are what transpired in
Atlanta, Sydney, London and so on.

These sustainability challenges are universal in mega-events,
and how these challenges are treated and addressed in the
Chinese context deserve further research, which must employ
caution in three aspects. Firstly, the empirical research shall note
the potential mismatches between the normative goals and the
reality in mega-events (Miller, 2013). Secondly, it should pay
attention to omnipresent conflicts between economic growth
and environmental protection due to the ill-defined constraints
or vaguely applicable guidelines for the practises of host cities
(Gaffney, 2013). Thirdly, it shall be sensitive to possible tensions
between the government and society that result from aggrandised
social segregation or failure of public trust building in the events
(Fleischer et al., 2013; Raco, 2014).

METHODOLOGY

This research adopts a mixed, comprehensive review on the
narratives and practises about the sustainability debates in mega-
events, in the context of Chinese metropolises. Firstly, the pre-
research about the topic: mega-event and sustainability, followed
by a systematic literature search via free combination of keyword
identified in the pre-research: “mega-event,” “event (prefix and
suffix),” “sustainability/sustainable,” “Olympic (prefix),” “Expo”
and so on. A total of 110 articles from the mainstream
academic database were included in the initial round, and
43 articles were located to offer the general background for
mega-event sustainability and to build the framework for
this study. The inclusion criteria are that the article’s main
content shall be on mega-event sustainability based on the
abstract review. Book reviews, short comments and contents
that are not directly pertinent to mega-event sustainability
were excluded.

Then, given that China has started mega-event application
and hosting since the 1990s, 12 major influential events held
in eight Chinese metropolises were selected for a longitudinal
study. A longitudinal study represents a research design that
involves repeated observations of the same variables (e.g., events)
over certain periods of time, usually conducted as a type
of observational study (Cook et al., 2002). First-hand data
sources mainly rest upon four field trips to venues, design and
management bodies, re-settlement sites in Shanghai, Shenzhen
and Guangzhou in August 2010, July 2012, August 2016 and
March 2018. Semi-structured interviews with local planners,
government officials, event organisers (e.g., Expo Coordination
Bureau), residents and scholars and unstructured interviews with
visitors and taxi drivers were conducted to understand their roles
in the event process and their views, comments and recognitions.
Over 20 stakeholders were involved in the interviews, but their
identities were concealed. Site visits to venues of Olympic
Games in Beijing, Expo in Shanghai and of Universiade in
Shenzhen were made for participatory observation on how the
built environment and overall spatial structure are reshaped by
mega-events. Photos and event brochures were collected during
the visits. Coding and in-depth reflections were conducted after
daily interviews or observations, realigning the obtained data
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TABLE 1 | Sustainability discourse, economic gains, and sustainability challenges of mega-events in Chinese metropolises (1992–2022).

Host city Type of

mega-events

Dates Themes Sustainability discourse from the

host city

Economic gains in mega-events Unsustainability results from tensions

in actually existing practises of

mega-events

Beijing Asian Games September–

October

1990

Unity, friendship and

progress

Improve the international environment for

China’s sustainable development.

Environmental protection for Qinhuangdao

where water race took place.

Economic optimization by promoting

tertiary industries of commercial catering,

residential services and international

tourism. Most venues were newly

constructed.

Environmental issues are not prominent

and succeed to economic development.

Universiade August–

September

2001

Youth, Friendship and

Peace

Political significance overwhelmed the

others. Improve environment governance

to support Olympic Bidding.

Proportion of output value in education, art

broadcasting and the film industry rose

significantly. Industries related to S&T also

significantly increased.

Athlete Village and other facilities involve

some demolition.

Olympic Games August 2008 One World. One Dream Highlight Green Olympics echoing

Olympic Movement’s Agenda 21, adopted

in Brazil by the IOC in October1999:

Making environmental protection a

prerequisite, applying eco-friendly and

energy saving technologies and Raising

public awareness of environmental

protection and eco-friendly consumption

Continued rise of FDI, A large number of

job posts in the construction business,

Newly built and renewed venues spread

across the city.

Worsen air pollution. A large number of

residents in Beijing are displaced. The

costs were borne by socio-economically

marginalised groups.

Horticultural Expo April–October

2019

Live green, live better Articulate green Beijing, embrace green

ecology and low carbon environment

protection.

Promoted ecological civilisation, green

industrial system, green merits, and

harmonious symbiosis of human and

nature, improved the ecological and

investment environment.

Locate in once landfill but now a green

ecological belt of Yongding river, involve

relocation of pollution industries and

residents.

Winter Olympic

Games

February

2022

Joyful Rendezvous

Upon Pure Ice and

Snow

Stick to Green Olympic in “Olympic

Agenda 2020,” improve eco-environment,

regional and urban sustainable

development; protect eco-system and

biodiversity; operate under ISO 20121

(mega-event sustainability management

system) and ISO 14001 (environment

management system).

Prioritise tourism development in

Zhangjiakou and Yanqing. Reuse industrial

heritage and venues left in 2008 Olympic

to sustain growth in Beijing. Renewal of

Shougang old industrial area.

Reliable snowfall is uncertain.

Environmental impact is questionable as

some venues will be adjacent to Beijing

Songshan National Natural Reserve.

Renewal of shantytowns with monetary

compensation.

Shanghai World Expo May–October

2010

Better City, Better Life Embrace green Expo, take sustainable

development as the main theme, and

stress responsibilities of cities in

environmental change.

Boosted the economic transition of

Shanghai. Fosters high technology

industry. Venues were renewal of industrial

buildings in Puxi and newly built in

Pudong.

Intense bargaining during the relocation of

18,000 households and 272 industrial

enterprises.

Guangzhou Asian Games November

2010

Thrilling Games

Harmonious Asia

Commitment to Green Asian Games.

Create bluer sky, cleaner water, smoother

road and more beautiful city. Build an

ecological, energy saving Asian Game

Town.

Promote service economy which accounts

61.2% after the Game, infrastructure

construction and urban (re)development.

Nine urban villages are redeveloped and a

much higher number of migrant tenants

were to be affected by the demolition.

Shut down polluting companies.

Shenzhen Universiade August 2011 Start here. Make a

difference

Advocate green, low carbon concept,

stick to green Universiade.

Cultural and high-tech industry increased

the most, and tourism income also

increased.

Hundreds of buildings were demolished.

Water environment pollution treatment.

(Continued)
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with the proposed framework, and readjusting it accordingly.
Supplementary learning was timely added for knowledge blind
spots during the field trips.

Secondary data sources were accessed through the
respondents and broad online and archive search was carried
out throughout the entire process to help clarify the interview
question, complement the background information and
deepen the reflections on the interview. This is particularly
important to host cities where the author did not attend
in person. The data include bid books, evaluation reports,
event websites, official audit reports, historical archives,
online news, statistical yearbooks and event policies and
planning documents. With the data pool, a narrative
synthesis approach (Popay et al., 2006) was applied to
identify how the words and texts reflect the stances and
standpoints of multi-stakeholders toward sustainability in
these mega-events.

MEGA-EVENT SUSTAINABILITY IN
CHINESE METROPOLISES

Thinking Global: Technocratic and
Expanded Discourses as Political
Imperatives
In the bid stage, official claims, bid books and event themes
capture how the organisers envisage event sustainability. These
materials suggest that China’s articulation to sustainability
declared by international organisations of top mega-events has
evolved technocratic and expanded, mainly in two directions.
Firstly, the emphasis on sustainability has shifted from pure
environmental clearance and passive solutions to environmental
problems throughout the 1990s, as indicated in the 1990
Beijing Asian Games and the 1999 Kunming Horticultural
Expo, to smart sustainable urbanism embracing green technology
(Wathne and Haarstad, 2020) and low-carbon concept stressing
emission control (While et al., 2010) since the late 2000s,
e.g., the 2008 Beijing Olympics, 2010, Shanghai Expo and
Guangzhou Asian Games, 2011, Shenzhen Universiade, 2014,
Nanjing Youth Olympics, 2019, Beijing Horticultural Expo and
2022 Hangzhou Asian Games and so on (Table 1). This is
also accompanied with a transition of sustainability approaches
from setting a standard or applying a physical chemistry
method to address pollution and environmental degradation
to using high technology and new energy to facilitate a low
energy consumption and cleaner environment. A year after
the Tiananmen Square protests, the 1990 Beijing Asian Games
was the first mega-event in China with overriding political
significance to establish a national identity and facilitate a
peaceful international environment for socialist modernisation.
Held before the Rio Summit, the Beijing Asian Games had
not made discursive commitments to sustainability neither
to the Olympic Council of Asia (OCA) nor to the National
Olympic Committees (NOCs) with small amount of GDP. The
1999 Kunming Horticultural Expo was the first one to exhibit
“nature” explicitly on the theme and invested substantially to
address environmental problems with GDP embark to rise
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FIGURE 1 | Mega-events, accumulation, GDP growth, and structure in China (1978–2022). Source: National Statistical Bureau.

quickly. It also contributed to implanting the sustainability
idea, which was not as common as it is now to the public.
The later world-renowned Beijing Olympics and Shanghai
Expo had proactively embraced sustainability to gain favourable
impression internationally under the country’s economic boom.
Facing criticism over environmental problems, the Beijing
Olympic Committee (BOC) highlighted the “Green Olympics”
to deliver its promise to the environmental concerns of the
IOC, whilst the Shanghai Expo Organisation Committee (SEOC)
proposed “Better City, Better Life” and “Green Expo” as the
theme to respond to the sustainability vision from the BIE and
to the urgency in improving urban liveability. Moreover, in
both events, the organisers claimed to adopt technologies for
energy saving and carbon control to project an eco-friendly
image to the domestic public and international community.
The two vanguards established the rhetoric model to articulate
sustainability for later events in which the “green” prefix has
never been absent. Such a rhetoric model is often combined with
“technology” to reconcile environmental conflicts.

Secondly, the scope of sustainability narratives about these
mega-events has amplified from environment/eco-friendly
responsibilities to sustained development incorporating
local development-directed ideas to mediate ecological and
economic imperatives for competitiveness building. Since 2008,
when the nation’s GDP ratio in tertiary sectors was about
to surpass the secondary industrial sectors, major Chinese
cities, such as Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou and Shenzhen
experienced an intense competition to host mega-events
(Figure 1), which catalysed local urban development. In the 2008

Beijing Olympic Games, commitments to sustainability were
integrated intentionally into new infrastructure construction
and industrial restructuring justified to improve transportation
systems, upgrade wastewater treatment, enhance sewage network
capacity and relocate or retrofit major polluting industries
for better water and air quality. Similarly, in the Shanghai
Expo, Guangzhou Asian Games and Shenzhen Universiade,
sustainability discourses were merged into the renewal of
old urban areas or the expansion of suburban new towns
for sustained accumulation. The discursive means to balance
environment protection and development is reflected eminently
in the mixed, interchangeable use of the term, “sustainability”
and “sustainable development” in bid books prepared by the
organisation committee of host cities. For instance, in the
official summary report of the Beijing 2008 Olympic Games
in which “sustainable” was reiterated in all three volumes,
most were linked to “development” to demonstrate how the
Games has sustained economic growth. In the upcoming
2022 Winter Olympic Games, discourse analysis reveals that
although “sustainable” and “sustainability” are high-frequency
words, which appear 108 times in total, “development” is
overwhelmingly the most discernible term used up to 181 times
in the text. A similar word frequency was also detected in the
IOC reports.

The transition to a smart and inclusive sustainability narrative
in the bid stage captures the global policy trend of “modernising”
and “broadening” the treatment of environmental issues (Beal,
2015). Rather than being an opponent of neoliberalism,
sustainability has deepened the neoliberalisation process by
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the technocratic selection of environmental issues and by
the amplification of the meaning of sustainability from being
a constraint on resource consumption to encouraging green
growth, balancing environmental, social and economic goals.

Acting Local: State-Dominated Practises
Guided by Growth Needs
These narratives, regardless of how glorious and promising
they are portrayed, are overly general to offer specific rules
and guidelines and arbitrary to confront the sophisticated
sustainability challenges. Different from the West where public-
private partnerships are widespread, in China, the mega-
event process is generally state dominated, characterised
by omnipotent government intervention, absent grassroots
participation and omnipresent elite politics. Mega-events in
China are normally viewed as an opportunity and platform
to showcase national soft power, thus often entail economic
pressure to host cities. For them, whether the short-term large
investments can be recouped in the long-run development in
post-events has always been a great challenge. The 2008 Beijing
Olympics was widely acknowledged as a successful game in
terms of its economic return, yet according to the audit report,
the 20.5 billion RMB income generated by the game barely
surpassed the 19.5 billion RMB investment. The audit report
of the Shanghai Expo indicated that the operational cost was
11.96 billion RMB, covered by the 13.01 billion RMB operational
income but excluded the 19.74 billion RMB investment on
the construction of Expo Park. Whether the investment can
be reimbursed remains uncertain, depending on the economic
situation and income from land leasing. The audit report of the
2011 Shenzhen Universiade revealed that the total investment of
14.0 billion RMB was far from being recovered by the 1.2 billion
RMB income. Nevertheless, the cost-benefit issue is often offset
by a magnificent plan. For instance, the accumulation targets
are usually achieved through a strategic site selection of event
venues alongside integrated plans subject to the development
stage of host cities. Urban planners in Chinese cities excel
at aligning mega-events with the city master plan, taking
advantage of mega-events as a catalyst for urban development.
They are clear about the development objectives of the host
cities and plan to integrate event infrastructure preparation
and the urban development schedule to avoid construction
redundancy. Examples include the sites for Beijing Olympics,
Guangzhou Asian Games and Shanghai Expo, which worked
for the restructuring of urban space and completion of key
projects in comprehensive strategic plans to create room for
accumulation in future development2. Their event venues are
spatially delineated for space (re)production nurturing new
industrial or life activities. For less-developed areas, mega-
events are highlighted as a tourism industrial development
strategy to promote the local economy. Examples include the
1999 Kunming Horticultural Expo, which aimed to advertise
Kunming as a “vegetation kingdom” and the upcoming 2022
Beijing Winter Olympic Games, which aimed to advance the

2Beijing, Guangzhou and Shanghai master plans.

snow tourism industry in Yanqing3. Spatially spreading out
these venues in different places may relieve the pressure of
peak days management in mega-events and facilitate economic
development in a broader geographical area driven by mega-
events. In 2022 Winter Games, venues were spread over three
cities: Beijing, Yanqing and Zhang Jiakou; this mega-event had
been strategically integrated into the coordinated development
of Beijing-Tianjin-Hebei (BTH) region to promote regional
development4.

The environmental dimension is the original underpinning
to propose sustainability that host cities are duty bound
to address. China’s determination to address environmental
challenges remains unwavering, not only to catch up with the
nation’s environmental protection policy orientation but also
to impress the world with a pleasant, clean environment. The
two leading cities in China have spared no effort to sort out
the dirty, smoggy, drought-ridden and congested environment.
Preparing the Olympic Games, the Chinese government invested
a great proportion of the 8 million USD budget made in the
bid to enhance the transportation infrastructure and Beijing’s
environment, including building more parks, and green areas5.
Environmental measures were unanimous with the international
standards from the United Nations. A frugal approach to
holding the Olympic Games turns out to be a new global
fashion. Exempting from wasteful or redundant construction
by mega-events favours environmental protection. This is well-
exemplified in the 2022 Beijing Winter Olympic Games for
which most venues are off the shelf. Moreover, Beijing took
the opportunity of the Winter Games to reuse its industrial
heritage whereby the obsolete, unused factories could be renewed
to undertake new functions. The Shougang West Ten project
was designed and completed to provide office space for the
Winter Olympics Organising Committee staff6 Moreover, science
and technology have almost been adopted in every mega-
event, which successfully improve the construction standards and
energy use efficiency of venues since 2000. Green technologies
help educate the public about ecological modernisation and
to reassure doubts on environmental impacts entailed by
the gigantic construction. For instance, Shanghai Expo has
practised eco-low-carbon idea, which encouraged intelligent
green technology to facilitate Shanghai’s sustainable future.
In Expo Park, new energy automobile (include hybrid, pure
electric and fuel cell vehicles) realised the “zero-emission” of
transportation. Moreover, Shanghai Mobile used the TD-LTE
technology to complete the coverage of the 4G communication
test network and transportation bureau applied the RFID
technology to improve the passenger flow efficiency. In UBPA,
the “Shanghai Eco-Home” saved over 60% energy and reduced
140 tonnes of annual carbon dioxide emissions. Planners also
built temporary, removable venues for flexible after-use whereby
land resources are best utilised7. However, for mega-events

3Official website of Kunming Horticultural Expo and Beijing 2022.
4The bid books for 2022 Beijing Winter Olympic Games.
5The bid books for 2008 Beijing Olympic Games and audit report.
6The official website of Beijing 2022. https://www.beijing2022.cn/.
7Former official website of Shanghai Expo 2010.
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held in non-urbanised areas, challenges for environmental
sustainability do not decrease. The upcoming 2022 Winter
Olympic Games is a case that induces wide controversies about
its negative effect on natural habitats of wild species. As contested
by biologists and environmentalists, the alpine skiing route at
Yanqing, one of the three Winter Olympics competition zones,
falls within the Songshan National Nature Reserve, which retains
some rare species8. Using technology alone to solve the potential
damage to biodiversity is difficult, so are the environmental
sustainability and the consequent questioning from local and
international society.

The social sustainability is also tough in contemporary China.
Mega-events held in urbanised areas are likely to result in
massive relocation of on-site residents and businesses firms,
incurring social conflicts and injustice that contradict with
social sustainability. These occur universally in post-2008 mega-
events by which China embarked on the profound urban
restructuring for high-quality and efficient growth. According
to the field trip and interviews by the author, the mega-
event movements significantly affected the citizens of host
cities: up to 15,000 people were moved for hosting 2008
Beijing Olympic Games; almost 18,000 households and over 270
enterprises were relocated to make room for the 2010 Shanghai
Expo; more than 16,000 village households and numerous
migrants were affected by the demolition prioritised by the
2010 Guangzhou Asian Games; over 410,000 m2 residential
and 1,000,000 m2 industrial built-up areas accomplished
relocation within 15 days in the preparation of 2011 Shenzhen
Universiade; around 1,550,000 m2 area of urban villages
completed relocation before the 2014 Nanjing Youth Olympics;
in 2022 Hangzhou Asian Games, preparation for the Dragon
Boat Sports Base alone involved the displacement of roughly
1,200 households. The unprecedented scale of resettlements
implemented in these mega-events was conflict ridden, given
that negative experiences of displacement often ignited social
complaints on unemployment or social alienation. Moreover,
although Chinese governments endeavoured to compensate
more than the usual to foreground the resistance from the
event-led relocation, many relocates that were not so vital to
the fulfilment of mega-events barely received benefits. They
were groups of people indirectly influenced by the event
and were marginalised in the mega movement, which were
likely to be the source of social unrest. Mega-events held
in the non-urbanised area would threaten the wild species
and ignite social criticism as exemplified in the Alpine skiing
construction for the 2022 Beijing Winter Olympic Games,
where the environmental threats to biodiversity were widely
denounced by environmental protection enthusiasts. However,
the struggle between state and society was not limited to the
concern over biodiversity, people are sceptical of the non-
transparent procedures beneath the decision making on the
readjustment of the natural reserve that aims to outline the
overlapped area of the Alpine construction and the reserve.
They questioned whether the procedural legitimacy of this

8Information gathered from weibo, accessed in September, 2016.

adjustment announced by the Yanqing government accorded
with the “National Nature Reserve Adjustment Management
Regulations”9. Consequently, social disharmony has been
magnified, and tensions have surfaced between government and
society of unsustainability.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This study enquires how the sustainability of mega-events is
discursively committed and practised in China. It contributes
to a contextualised understanding toward global north-
originated debates over mega-event sustainability, with a
longitudinal study on 12 mega-events that are held or to
be held in 8 Chinese metropolises since 1990s. The study
demonstrates that sustainable principles in mega-events
are far from clear to guide host cities (Hall, 2012; Gaffney,
2013). At the global/national level, the narratives of the
Chinese government to articulate sustainability mandated
from international organisations have become technocratic
and broad, implying an attempt to secure development
opportunities given the ill-defined, ambiguous meaning of
sustainability, as any other candidate does (Makarychev
and Yatsyk, 2015; Trubina, 2015; Ribeiro and Santos, 2017;
Roche, 2017). The developmental and expanded commitments
to sustainability have resulted in widespread concerns on
sustainability at the local level due to the absence of clear
guidelines (Gold and Gold, 2013). At the host city level, the
state-dominated practises of mega-events to advance urban
growth agenda are facing divergent challenges beyond the
sustainability declaration. Although Chinese governments
have strived to minimise the potential unsustainable issues
in mega-events, the mega-scale, vague discourse and
concomitant disputable practises of the event can hardly
fix the intrinsic fallacies of mega-event sustainability. This
is particularly true in social sustainability, which works
less well than economic sustainability and environmental
sustainability (Fleischer et al., 2013).

This research also adds on new understanding toward the
on-going discussions of sustainability against the backdrop
of China’s ascension to the status of being the second-
largest economy via the lens of mega-events, a mega amplifier
urban phenomenon. Similar to those held in the developed
countries, the past and upcoming mega-events in China, in
favour of the elites, are interscalar strategies by the Chinese
government to articulate local politics and mobile capital and
reinforce city–region status (Li, 2019). Moreover, they function
as engines for economic growth and address potential social
and environmental injustice simultaneously. However, different
as they are from western countries, China’s mega-events are
mostly state led. With an authoritarian political-economic
context, the Chinese government and its affiliated agents play
a key role in coupling ephemeral mega-events with enduring
economic transition, the transition from industrialisation to
post-industrialisation, manufacturing to service investment

9Information gathered from weibo, accessed in September, 2016.
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attraction to capital expansion, of a host city (Chan and Li,
2017). Uncertainties due to the growth-oriented ideology can
be addressed by pre-setup plans. In recent years, the private
sector and social forces increase as indicated in the 2022 Olympic
Winter Games4, complementing sustainable development of
mega-events in China. Experiences of China’s mega-events
introduced in this article reveal the technocratic, meaning-
expanded evolution of sustainability as an entrepreneurial
strategy to strike a balance between environment protection,
social equity and economic growth, and how the expanded,
ambiguous meaning of sustainability has unavoidably led to
paradoxes in economic, social and environmental dimensions of
sustainability in actual practises. Clear guidelines for working
objectives, standards, principles and specific measures toward
sustainability in mega-events may help enhance the development
for host cities.
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