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Tokyo, 5 August 2017                                 
 
 
    On Arguments for the Cancellation of the 2020 Olympic Games in Tokyo 
 
                        Kumiharu Shigehara 
 
 
1. Introduction1 

 
On September 7, 2013, the International Olympic Committee（IOC）awarded the 
Games of the XXXII Olympiad in 2020 to Tokyo, which was chosen after two 
rounds of voting during the 125th IOC Session in Buenos Aires. Tokyo received 60 
votes to Istanbul’s 36 in the final round, with Madrid having been eliminated in the 
first round after losing a tie-breaker with Istanbul. Tokyo, which also bid for the 
2016 Olympic Games, previously hosted the Games in 1964. 
 
The hosting of Summer Olympic Games through history has predominantly 
occurred in English-speaking countries and European nations. Tokyo will be the 
first city outside of these regions to host the Summer Olympics twice.   
 
Tokyo had been awarded the organisation of the 1940 Summer Olympics following 
the Berlin Olympics in 1936, but this honor was subsequently passed to Helsinki 
because of the Second Sino-Japanese War which broke out in July 1937, before 
ultimately being cancelled because of World War II. 
 
On the basis of this background information, this brief note gives a quick look at 
main arguments in favour of cancelling the Games of the XXXII Olympiad in 2020 
in Tokyo (in Section 2), attempts a sketchy evaluation of these arguments (in 
Section 3) and raises some issues for discussion (in Section 4). 
 
2. Arguments for the cancellation of the 2020 Olympic Games in Tokyo  
 
Main arguments put forward for the cancellation of the 2020 Olympic Games in 
Tokyo are: 
 
(1) Commercialism has been overrunning the Olympic Games, undermining their 

professed ideals and subverting their veneration of sport with omnipresent 
commercial messaging and branding2; 

                                            
1 The first three paragraphs in this section relies extensively on Wikipedia, “1940 Summer 
Olympics”, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1940_Summer_Olympics, with substantial shortening and 
editorial changes by the author.  
 
2 See Daily-Shincho	(in Japanese), 1 August 2017,  
https://headlines.yahoo.co.jp/article?a=20170801-00528177-shincho-spo. 
 
See also Robert Weissman, “The Commercial Games: How Commercialism is Overrunning the 
Olympics and Why It Matters”, 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/robert-weissman/the-commercial-games-how_b_117197.html.  
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(2) The 2020 Olympic Games in Tokyo are scheduled to be held in the summer of 
2020. The temperatures in Tokyo around that time are bound to be too high to 
be comfortable. The Games should be cancelled to protect athletes and other 
participants who should play at places without roof covering as well as 
spectators from severe heat in Tokyo3; 
 

(3) Big earthquakes and tsunamis can hit the Tokyo region at any time including the 
period of the 2020 Summer Olympic Games in Tokyo. Congestion in Tokyo to 
be intensified by the flocking to the city centres of foreign visitors not 
accustomed with earthquakes and without good command of the Japanese 
language would worsen the consequences of such natural disasters. The Games 
in Tokyo should be cancelled to prevent such an awful scenario from becoming 
a reality; 

 
(4) There is a mounting risk of international terrorism around the world. Tokyo 

cannot remain a safe haven. The 2020 Summer Olympics, gathering visitors 
from all over the world in Tokyo which is densely populated, should be 
cancelled to minimize such a risk; and 

 
(5) The threat of North Korea’s missile attacks on Japan has grown rapidly over     

recent months4. No defense systems of Japan and the US, its ally, would be able 
to destroy all of its missiles before hitting Japan. The cancellation of the 2020 
Summer Olympics in Tokyo should help reduce the risk of foreign as well as 
domestic visitors to Tokyo becoming victims of such attacks.  

 
3. Evaluation of the above-mentioned arguments 

 
The problems indicated in arguments (1) and (3) had existed at a time of bidding by 
the Tokyo Metropolitan Government for hosting the 2020 Summer Olympics. The 
cancellation on these grounds would therefore not be justifiable (clausula rebus sic 
stantibus is not applicable).  

As for argument (2), it is true that the average temperatures in Tokyo as well as 
elsewhere have been on a rising trend. But such a tendency was predictable when 
the Tokyo Metropolitan Government started its bidding for the 2020 Summer 
Olympics in Tokyo. Moreover, the 2020 Olympics in Tokyo could be postponed to 
say October or so. The cancellation on this ground would therefore not be 
justifiable either (clausula rebus sic stantibus is not applicable). 

As for argument (4), it is again true that the risk of international terrorism around 
the world has been increasing. However, recent experience with events in large 

                                                                                                                          
 
3 The argument along these lines was made in rather provocative terms by Taro Makino in his 
column article “Cancel the 2020 Tokyo Olympics”, Sunday-Mainichi (in Japanese), 6 August 2017
（P.157）. 
4 
http://www.foxnews.com/world/2017/07/29/russia-china-are-north-koreas-enablers-tillerson-says.ht
ml.   
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stadiums and other similar places assembling a huge number of participants in 
Europe and elsewhere suggests that effective security measures can prevent huge 
disasters. It would be difficult to justify the cancellation on this ground (clausula 
rebus sic stantibus may not be applicable).  
 
Argument (5) would sound reasonable in a situation where neither Tokyo nor the 
rest of Japan is well prepared for possible missile attacks by North Korea5 
(clausula rebus sic stantibus may be applicable). With the building industry in the 
Tokyo area in a mini-boom, satisfying the demand for the construction of 
underground shelters and other facilities quickly required for the protection of 
human lives from North Korean missile attacks 6  would be difficult without 
reducing or decelerating on-going construction work which includes building 
activities related to the 2020 Olympic Games. The cancellation of the 2020 
Olympic Games in Tokyo would facilitate the government’s execution of its policy 
geared to the protection of lives of both Japanese people and foreigners living in 
Japan as well as those coming to Japan as visitors from abroad. 
 
4. Issues for discussion 
 
(1) Do you think that the Tokyo Metropolitan Government should adhere to its 

international commitment of holding the Games in Tokyo in 2020 despites the  
various risks indicated above?  
 

(2) In the light of the difficult external situation actually surrounding Japan, do you 
think that the cancellation of the 2020 Olympic Games in Tokyo could be 
accepted by the international community at large without causing serious 
problems even if no city outside Japan would want to replace it? 

 
(3) Among the above-noted five arguments for the cancellation of the 2020 

Olympic Games in Tokyo, which one looks the most convincing and 
acceptable? 

 
(4) Would you consider the postponement of the Tokyo Olympic Games to 2022 to 

be an acceptable solution for reconciling the desire for Japan to respect the 
international commitment of hosting the next Games with the recently emerged 
need to carry out construction work for shelters and other facilities designed to 
protect human lives from North Korean missile attacks? Such postponement (as 
well as the cancellation) should help ease pressure on the Japanese construction 
industry actually experiencing labour shortages and help expedite such urgent 
construction work.  

                                            
5 On the need for Japan to prepare for North Korea’s missile attacks, see Yukihiro Sasegawa, “The 
worst option the US could take against the North Korean threat” (in Japanese), 4 August 2017. 	
http://gendai.ismedia.jp/articles/-/52500. 
6 “Mr Nikai calls for construction of underground shelters: North Korean missiles” (in Japanese), 
The Asahi Shimbun, 29 July 2017, 
http://www.asahi.com/articles/ASK7Y4HFVK7YUTFK00B.html.	
. 
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(Additional Note)	
 
When the Second Sino-Japanese War broke out in July 1937, Ichiro Kono, a  
be forfeited. The 1938 Far Eastern Games were cancelled, but Japan's IOC delegates 
persisted under a belief that the war would soon be over. Amid the intensification of 
the war, the feasibility of both the Summer Olympics and the 1940 Winter 
Olympics grew increasingly questionable to other countries, who suggested a 
different site be chosen and spoke of the possibility of boycotting the Games were 
they to proceed in Japan. 
 
In March 1938, Japan's delegates provided reassurances to the IOC at the 
organization's Cairo conference that Tokyo would still be able to serve as the host 
city. However, many Diet members in Japan had already openly questioned hosting 
the Olympics in wartime, and the military was unreasonably demanding that the 
organizers build the venues from wood because they needed metals for the war 
front. In July, a legislative session of the IOC was held to decide the matters of the 
Summer and Winter Olympics and the planned 1940 World's Fair all at once. The 
World's Fair was only "postponed", under a belief that Japan would be able to wrap 
up the war, but the Olympics could not be moved and was canceled. 
 
Despite the cancellation of the 1940 Olympics, the Tokyo organizing committee 
released its budget for the Games. In a departure from standard practice, the budget 
included all capital outlays as well as direct organizing costs. The total budget was 
¥20.1 million, one-third of which would have been paid by the Tokyo metropolitan 
government.  
 
From Wikipedia, “1940 Summer Olympics”, 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1940_Summer_Olympics,  
with some shortening and editorial changes by the author. 
 
 


