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                     Comments on  
 Arguments for the Cancellation of the 2020 Olympic Games in Tokyo 
 
1. Donald Johnston, former OECD Secretary-General and former Minister of Justice 
of Canada  (7 August 2017)  	

I have imbedded some comments in red. My basic assumption is that what was 
known and understood at the time the bid was made to host the 2020 games may 
be difficult for Japan to invoke later to cancel. This point is emphasized in your 
evaluation of the arguments. Cancellation would satisfy those Japanese who are 
and were opposed to the games (like me), but it would not be appreciated by the 
international community which seems generally to support the games. So here 
are my thoughts which add little, if anything, to your own conclusions. 

^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^ 

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

1. Introduction
 

 

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), 
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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 

branding;  

I agree that this is unfortunate and has destroyed the former “amateur status” 
of the Olympics. But that has been the case for some years and was known 
at the time of the bid. 

(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 Tokyo;       

Again, the hot humid conditions of Tokyo’s summers are well known and 
must have been considered by those who voted for Tokyo. 

. (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;  

Again, these facts were known to the voters. 

. (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  

This has more validity, but it would apply to the Games wherever held. 
Istanbul has been a regular target in recent years; more dangerous than 
Tokyo. 



 3 

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

months. 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.  

This argument has more validity. 

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 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 Korea（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 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.  
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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?  

Unless one can establish broad based international concern about the threats 
from North Korea, it would be hard to justify. Better if it is not Japan which 
raises the concern… why not some members of the former 6 party talks e.g. 
China and Russia who have also expressed concerns. 

(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?  

DPRK threat. 

(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.  

Huge negative impact on athletes and national Olympic committees working 
to the 2020 deadline. 

 

2. Commenter B, American  (8 August 2017)                                      
 
As for your issues, it is a matter for Japanese to consider and I don't think what an 
American thinks counts for much. But I will give you some quick thoughts. 
 
(1) Issue is a matter for Japanese people to consider. 
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(2) A cancellation would have a large reputation as impact -- popular ridicule 
would be its strongest manifestation. But it is unlikely to have big substantive 
effects on Japanese economic or foreign policy interests. 
 

(3) The 4th reason would be the only reason for cancellation in my view, if the 
    authorities concluded that they were unable to reasonably assure security.  
    The North Korean nuclear threat is not serious in my view. It would be doubly  
    Irrational for them to attack Japan when people form every other country in  
    the world would be impacted. Kim is brazen but I don't think he is irrational. 

 
(4) Postponement would seem like a weak option. 
 
 
3. Herwig Schloegl, former OECD Deputy Secretary-General and former senior 

official of Economic Ministry of Germany (8 August 2017)                                         	
	
I tend to agree with Argument (4) and basically with the main thrust of the paper.  
 
I don't see a country which is better placed than Japan to host the Olympics.  
 
North Korea is a threat but still I think they are not suicidal. 
	

4. Paul Fivat, retired Swiss diplomat, former Ambassador to Japan (6 August 2017)  

	
I am aware that quite a number of Japanese people did not approve the idea that 
the Olympic Games should take place in Tokyo in 2020. But the application was 
filed all the same and Tokyo and Japan have won in (my assumption) a regular 
process. Only a very serious, new reason (rebus sic stantibus) could justify why 
the Games have to be cancelled or postponed without affecting the credibility of 
official Japan. 
 
Therefore, I do not think that the general terrorist threat or the vulnerability of 
Japan with respect to tsunamis or typhoons (even after Fukushima), which were 
already effective and known when the attribution to Tokyo was decided, would be 
considered as strong enough arguments.  
 
So, what remains is the development regarding North Korea (and implicitly the 
decreasing confidence in the US administration). I am here very subjective, but 
cancellation, or even postponement, might be interpreted as yielding to not yet 
substantiated fear regarding whimsical actions of the Pyongyang dictator. It even 
might become self-fulfilling, showing to KJU that his provocations do already bear 
fruit and that he can blackmail Japan. As long as we do not know which are his 
real goals (beyond regime survival?), a decision by Japan to cancel or postpone 
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not only would cause uproar (imagine the titles in the press and media) but also 
might be seen as self-defeating and shy.  
 
This does not mean that the protection of the Japanese population due to the new 
political uncertainty should not be increased rapidly. It is a matter of great 
importance which should in my view be tackled as a priority independently of the 
question of the Olympic games. In this respect, I wonder (but do not know) 
whether resources dedicated to other infrastructures in the country could not be 
partly redirected. 
 
I mention all this, of course, as a not-really informed and concerned observer and 
I am aware that this might be seen as short-sighted due to the uncertainty 
Japanese people have to face.  
 
 
5. Commenter E, British  (7 August 2017)                                          

 
I am not impressed by the five arguments put in favour of 
cancellation/postponement of the 2020 Summer Olympics in Tokyo. 
  
Argument 1 is not a reason for cancelling the Tokyo Olympics, it is a (weak) 
argument for cancelling the Olympics anywhere for evermore.  
 
Argument 2 is weak. It is hot in Tokyo in summer, but also in Los Angeles, Athens 
and Barcelona. Mexico city is at an altitude which makes for breathing difficulties 
for most people when exercising, and is also subject to major earthquakes. Yet all 
these cities have successfully hosted the Summer Olympics.  
 
Argument 4 is, like argument 1, a reason for cancelling the Olympics in Tokyo, or 
in any other city, as well as any event for the foreseeable future that attracts large 
numbers of people anywhere in the world. I find it hard to believe that any terrorist 
group would want to specifically target the Olympic Games. The police and 
intelligence services of virtually every country in the world would immediately be 
on their tracks. The Black September terrorists at the 1972 Munich Olympics 
specifically targeted Israeli athletes, all but one of the terrorists were killed then or 
later, and that episode led to major investment in security for subsequent games.  
 
Argument 5 is serious only if one believes that the North Koreans would indeed 
launch nuclear weapons at Tokyo during the Olympics, a decidedly suicidal move. 
The argument that work on the Olympics would strain the construction industry 
that is already hard at work building atom bomb shelters is superficially serious, 
but only if it is impossible for the Japanese construction industry to attract 
immigrant labour, or outsource the work to foreign firms and their workers. I have 
driven along new motorways in Sri Lanka, the only decent roads in the country, 
that were not only partly financed by the Chinese, but also mostly built by Chinese 
labour. If you visit any large construction site in western Europe, you will see that 
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many of the workers are from eastern Europe, Turkey, Africa or Asia. And I am 
pretty sure that much of the construction work for the Athens Olympics was 
undertaken by Albanian immigrants, legal or otherwise. (A propos, during the 
regime of the paranoid Enver Hoxha, the Albanians built 700,000 concrete 
bunkers to keep the just over 3 million inhabitants safe from imminent invasion by 
every other country in the world). 
  
On your questions in section 4 of your note, my answers to (1) and (2) are 
therefore no. My answer to (4) is above. For question (3), I do not think that any 
argument is strong. I expect that the possible strain on the construction industry is 
one that Japan might feel convincing, given the traditional reluctance to admit 
immigrants, but it is not one that would elicit much sympathy from other countries. 
  
The strongest argument against hosting Olympics in Tokyo, or anywhere else, is 
that it is a very expensive undertaking, and one that does not usually recoup its 
investment. But then countries, and people, do not always (and should not 
always) take decisions on the sole basis of their economic returns. 
 

6. Commenter F, American  (7 August 2017)                                          
 

I can endorse pretty much everything Commenter E said with only a couple of 
points to add: 
 
I think it is a mistake to accept the kind of disruption implied by late cancellation of 
the Olympics in response to the terrorism and North Korean threats. This just 
hands terrorists and Kim an easy victory. Security is important, and in London, 
Paris and New York as well as with any air travel we accept all sorts of 
inconveniences, but mostly we have insisted that life should go on as normally as 
it can.  I think that is right. 

 
Argument (3) seems to accept that cancellation is the desired outcome and you 
are searching for a reason to justify it. This seems backward. 

 
I think postponing to 2022 at this stage would be very disruptive and unfair to 
thousands of people who have organized large parts of their lives around the 
scheduled 2020 dates. Most obviously many people who will make their teams in 
2020 will not easily do so in 2022. It is also not obvious that the problems you cite 
will go away in just 2 years. 
 
If Tokyo really wants to withdraw, I think the best thing would be for it to do so as 
early as possible and let the Committee look for another site to take its place in 
2020. The only precedent I can recall for something like this is when Denver 
rejected the 1976 (?) winter Olympics in a referendum in 1972 and Innsbruck, who 
had hosted in 1964 and hence had facilities in place, filled the gap. Today LA is 
probably the most flexible replacement possibility but London or Paris could 
probably fill in too. Or maybe a Chinese city. 
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Thank you for the additional note about the 1940 Olympics. I was unaware of the 
story. 
  
7. Commenter G, British  (8 August 2017)                                          
 
I certainly understand your concerns about North Korea, well depicted in the 
cover of the latest Economist “How to avoid nuclear war with North Korea (Aug 5th 
2017). Indeed, I understand your concerns much better now than at the beginning 
of this correspondence, with the continuing belligerence and refusal to even talk 
from the north bearing out some of your fears. 
 
My bottom line, however, is that it is a mistake to link with the Olympics in any way. 
Cancelling or postponing a major global sporting event because of threats sends 
the wrong messages for me. It is effectively backing down in the face of the 
enemy but it also escalates the concerns. None of the arguments that you give 
provide a good case for any change, as you in part concede for most of them. 
Ironically, North Korean participation in sporting events in the past has been one 
way of trying to integrate and normalise relations. But nothing is normal now and 
the Kim-Trump duo is certainly a dangerous combination. 
 
Since first thinking about your initial memo, I have read the views of Commenters 
E and F which I find very to the point.  
 
Going back to one of your specific questions, I find none of 5 arguments “most 
acceptable”.  
 
 
8. Commenter H, Irish  (8 August 2017)                                          
 
I read your note on the Tokyo Olympics with interest. If Tokyo were to withdraw 
now from hosting the 2020 Games, I believe the blow to its and to Japan' s 
international reputation would be immense. I may be wrong but none of the 
arguments for cancellation set out in the note would seem to warrant such a 
drastic step.  
 
The idea of postponing the Olympics until 2022 to allow for the construction of 
shelters against attack from North Korea seems non-starter to me. The IOC would 
never agree to it surely now that they have awarded the 2024 and 2028 Games to 
Paris and Los Angeles, respectively. Nor would Paris agree to a delay of two 
years since their planning and construction work is in full swing for the 2024 
deadline. 
 
So the sole possibility is for a unilateral decision to withdraw from the international 
commitment to host the 2020 Games. Is Tokyo and Japan prepared to accept the 
international opprobrium, which would follow such a decision?  
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9. Commenter I, French  (21 August 2017)                                          
	
By and large, I share your concerns about the organization of Olympic Games 
in touristic capitals of big countries such as Tokyo and Paris. It is financially costly 
and too problematic with respect to security. These well-known 
touristic cities clearly don’t need to attract more foreign visitors, compared with 
those in emerging countries. Winter Games in smaller places are more 
manageable, as it proved to be the case both in Japan and France in the past. 
 
Ideally, therefore, I would respond negatively to the question you raise as the first 
issue for discussion of your note, the more convincing arguments you put forward 
in this regard being, in my view, those about commercialism (1) and security (4). 
Although justified, arguments (2), (3) and (5) appear, at first glance, less of a 
concern in the immediate future. 
 
This said, as you admit it in your own evaluation, whether any Government in 
Japan or elsewhere would be ready to come back on a commitment taken 
previously by itself or its predecessor is highly doubtful. This is where, as 
formulated, question 1  seems to be not realistic in practice, unless the threats 
you describe in argument (3) or (4) do materialize by 2020 -- something, of 
course, nobody would wish to occur in Japan ! In such circumstances, cancelling 
the Games would likely appear more opportune than to postpone them.	
	

10. Commenter J, German  (21 August 2017)   
 
My first and very general reaction is that Tokyo had been free to apply for hosting 
the Olympic Games, but, after having applied for and having been awarded the 
privilege of hosting the Games, not only Tokyo but also Japan has entered an 
international commitment and this has to be honored, except for very exceptional 
reasons.  
 
You yourself demonstrate why the various arguments do not hold. The trend 
towards commercialisation existed already in 2013.Temperature increases have 
not been higher than foreseen. The danger of earthquakes and tsunamies was 
well known at the time of the application, and I don't see that it has increased. The 
risk of a terrorist attack may be higher today than five years ago, but the capacity 
to deal with such a risk has evolved, too. Thus, the only new aspect is the threat 
coming from North Korea.  
 
But even in this context, the real surprise is perhaps not North Korea, but the 
United States and in particular the US President who did not refrain from entering 
in a very dangerous "nuclear war of words".  
I am not in a position to evaluate the trade-off between construction for the 
Olympic Games and for shelter of the population. In principle, I would have 
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difficulties to believe that, given the size of the Japanese economy and its 
construction sector, that one is really excluding of the other.  
 
Apart from this, I wonder whether an effective missile defense system would 
perhaps be more important than a few more bunkers.  
 
You yourself have certainly a much better understanding of the situation in Korea 
than I myself.  Certainly, it is a big problem if North Korea establishes itself as a 
real nuclear power. Nevertheless, I do not believe that North Korea would ever do 
the first strike. I would not see North Korea in the role of an offensive 
aggressor. They know very well that they cannot win. In their view, they need the 
nuclear armament as a deterrent for their survival.  
 
In my view, the real danger is a miscalculated intervention by the United States. 
Otherwise we may accustom ourselves with the nuclear power status of North 
Korea as we have done with India, Pakistan, Israel and a few others. 
 
Of course, this is highly speculative and assumes rational behaviour on the side of 
the North Korean leadership. Nevertheless, it brings me back to the bottom line 
that I do not see an exceptional situation which would justify Tokyo and Japan not 
honoring their international commitment of organising the Olympic Games in 
2020. 
 
 


