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ABSTRACT 

This paper examines the dual impact of Mega Sporting Events (MSEs) like the Olympics and 

FIFA World Cup, highlighting their social and economic benefits as well as significant human 

rights concerns. MSEs facilitate cultural exchange and promote economic growth; however, 

issues such as forced evictions, labour exploitation, and suppression of dissent frequently arise, 

particularly impacting vulnerable populations. Through case studies and data analysis, this 

paper identifies governance gaps and suggests reforms, including binding human rights 

standards, independent monitoring, and effective accountability mechanisms, to mitigate these 

adverse impacts. By emphasizing the need for governance reforms, the study proposes a 

framework to ensure MSEs uphold human rights standards while delivering societal benefits. 

Keywords: Forced Evictions, Human Rights, Labor Exploitation, Mega Sporting Events, Social 

Inequality. 

1. Introduction 

Mega Sporting Events, such as the Olympics and FIFA World Cup, are celebrated globally, 

drawing millions of spectators and stimulating economic growth for host countries. These events 

serve as platforms for cultural exchange, fostering international camaraderie, and offering 

economic opportunities. However, despite these benefits, MSEs often come with considerable 

risks to human rights. Commonly cited issues include forced evictions, labour exploitation, and 

suppression of dissent, disproportionately affecting vulnerable populations. Often, organizing 

bodies and host nations overlook or even exacerbate these concerns, leading to demands for 

accountability and systemic changes. MSEs thus necessitate comprehensive governance reforms, 

independent human rights monitoring, and robust accountability mechanisms to address these 

issues effectively. This paper is structured to assess the human rights impacts of MSEs, 

examining governance and independence concerning human rights monitoring, addressing 
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remedies and accountability mechanisms, discussing challenges in achieving effective remedial 

measures, and proposing solutions to enhance human rights protections in MSEs. 

2. Social Costs and Human Rights Violations in Mega Sporting Events 

Mega Sporting Events often bring significant social costs, linked to infrastructural demands and 

tourism surges. These events are frequently associated with human rights infringements, 

particularly in areas like forced evictions, labour exploitation, suppression of dissent, and 

increased social inequalities. Historical social prejudices may also resurface, impacting 

marginalized groups disproportionately. Below are some of the most pressing social costs 

associated with MSEs. 

2.1 Forced Evictions 

Forced evictions are among the most prominent human rights concerns tied to MSEs, as local 

communities are often displaced to accommodate new infrastructure projects. These evictions are 

typically conducted without adequate compensation or access to judicial recourse, leaving 

affected residents economically vulnerable and socially marginalized. Beijing Olympics (2008): 

In the lead-up to the 2008 Beijing Olympics, an estimated 1.5 million people were forcibly 

displaced to clear land for new venues and infrastructure. Most of these evictions lacked proper 

legal proceedings or fair compensation, resulting in widespread displacement, loss of livelihoods, 

and compromised access to essential services for many residents. 

2.2 Labor Abuse 

Labor abuse is another prevalent issue in MSE-related projects, where large-scale infrastructure 

development often relies on migrant labourers. These workers, especially in countries with weak 

labour laws, are exposed to harsh working conditions, low wages, and abuse, often with little to 

no legal recourse.  

Qatar World Cup (2022): The construction boom for the 2022 FIFA World Cup in Qatar brought 

attention to large-scale exploitation of migrant workers. These workers were employed under the 

kafala system, which restricts their freedom by binding them to their employers. This system 

limited workers’ rights to change jobs or leave the country, creating a dependency on employers. 

In 2020, Amnesty International reported widespread cases of unpaid wages, unsafe working 

environments, and over 6,500 migrant worker deaths linked to World Cup infrastructure projects. 

2.3 Suppression of Protest 
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In preparation for MSEs, host nations often suppress dissenting voices to maintain a positive 

international image. This suppression can manifest through arrests of activists, censorship of 

critical perspectives, and curtailment of freedom of speech.  

Sochi Winter Games (2014): The Russian government’s preparations for the Sochi Winter 

Olympics involved a crackdown on journalists, environmental activists, and human rights 

advocates. Activists protesting environmental damage or human rights violations faced arrest and 

intimidation. Additionally, anti-LGBTQ laws were enforced, and police crackdowns on LGBTQ 

activists highlighted the suppression of dissent. 

2.4 Social Inequality and Discrimination 

MSEs can intensify social inequalities, favouring affluent sectors of society while marginalizing 

economically disadvantaged groups. This disparity is evident as wealthier communities benefit 

from the influx of tourism and investment, while poorer neighbourhoods experience 

displacement or neglect.  

Rio Olympics (2016): The 2016 Summer Olympics in Rio de Janeiro revealed deep-rooted social 

and economic inequalities in Brazil. Extensive infrastructure projects led to the destruction of 

numerous favelas, displacing low-income residents to make way for Olympic facilities. 

3. Data and Statistics 

Data and statistical analyses are crucial for understanding the human rights impacts of MSEs, 

particularly concerning infrastructure development, migration of labour forces, and law 

enforcement practices in host cities. Collecting data on forced evictions, labour conditions, and 

law enforcement practices can provide a clear picture of the scale and depth of human rights 

issues tied to MSEs.  

In Qatar, over 6,500 migrant workers from India, Pakistan, Nepal, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka 

died between 2011 and 2020, with many deaths tied to World Cup-related projects. During the 

Beijing Olympics, many evicted residents reportedly received inadequate notice or 

compensation, suffering severe socio-economic repercussions. A recent study by the Brown 

Political Review revealed a growing trend in human rights abuses in recent MSEs. Statistical 

analysis, such as the Mann-Kendall Trend Test, shows a significant increase in human rights 

violations over time in correlation with international sporting events, this can be seen in the 

following graph: 
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Fig. 1. Average human right violation score each year 

 

4. Governance and Human Rights Monitoring 

Some organizations involved in MSEs, such as FIFA and the IOC, operate independently from 

national governments, which often results in a lack of appropriate governance controls. The 

absence of binding oversight mechanisms frequently leads to governance failures, especially 

regarding human rights abuses.  

FIFA’s Governance Issues in Qatar: FIFA has been criticized for its handling of human rights 

concerns related to the 2022 World Cup in Qatar. Despite knowledge of exploitative practices, 

FIFA did not implement sufficient human rights standards to protect construction workers. 

5. Remedy and Accountability Mechanisms 

While institutions like the FIFA Ethics Committee and various national sports dispute 

organizations exist to address human rights violations, these mechanisms often lack the 

independence, funding, and enforcement capabilities needed to provide effective remedies. 

Mechanisms such as the FIFA Ethics Committee, initially established to combat corruption 

within FIFA, have been criticized for prioritizing political issues over human rights abuses. 
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6. Perspectives and Advocacy 

Addressing human rights in MSEs requires contributions from diverse stakeholders, including 

international organizations, NGOs, and academic researchers. These perspectives collectively 

provide a holistic view of the challenges and strategies needed to address human rights concerns 

in MSEs. The United Nations has repeatedly advocated for mandatory human rights obligations 

in MSEs, urging host nations and organizing bodies to adhere to international human rights 

standards. 

Organizations like Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch consistently call for 

increased protections for vulnerable groups impacted by MSEs. Scholars have highlighted the 

structural governance issues within MSEs, advocating for reforms to enhance accountability and 

enforce human rights standards in the sports industry. 

7. Suggested Solutions for Human Rights Protections 

To protect human rights in MSEs, a combination of mandatory standards, independent 

monitoring, and enforcement mechanisms is necessary. The following suggestions aim to 

address the human rights challenges associated with MSEs. 

7.1 Potential Solutions  

Binding human rights standards, independent monitoring bodies, and strict enforcement 

mechanisms are crucial to addressing MSE-associated human rights abuses. By adopting these 

standards, MSEs can better protect vulnerable populations while delivering social and economic 

benefits. 

7.2 Actionable Steps 

● Adopting Binding Standards: Establish binding international human rights standards for 

MSEs to improve accountability and protect affected populations. 

● Independent Monitoring: Empower independent bodies to oversee human rights 

compliance, ensuring unbiased assessments and transparency. 

● Robust Enforcement Mechanisms: Implement sanctions and penalties for non-compliance 

with human rights standards, compelling MSE organizers to adhere to ethical practices. 

8. Conclusion 

This paper has examined the complex relationship between Mega Sporting Events and human 

rights, identifying significant benefits as well as substantial risks. MSEs offer economic and 
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social opportunities but are often associated with severe human rights violations. This analysis 

underscores the need for binding standards, independent monitoring, and enforcement 

mechanisms to protect human rights effectively. Through collaboration among international 

organizations, sports governing bodies, and host countries, MSEs can become a force for positive 

global impact while respecting and upholding human dignity. 

References 

1. Amnesty International. Qatar: Reality Check 2021: Countdown to the 2022 World Cup, 

2021. [Online]. Available: https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021 

2. J. Boykoff, Power Games: A Political History of the Olympics. London: Verso Books, 

2016. 

3. FIFA. FIFA’s Human Rights Policy, 2017. [Online]. Available: 

https://www.fifa.com/humanrights 

4. Human Rights Watch. “China: Forced Evictions and the Beijing Olympics,” 2008. 

[Online]. Available: https://www.hrw.org/2008/ 

5. Human Rights Watch. Qatar: Migrant Workers’ Rights with Three Years to Go Before 

Qatar 2022 World Cup, 2020. [Online]. Available: https://www.hrw.org/qatar2020 

6. International Olympic Committee. Olympic Agenda 2020: Strengthening the Role of 

Sport in Society, 2020. [Online]. Available: https://www.olympic.org/olympic-agenda-

2020 

7. B. Schausteck de Almeida, W. Marchi Júnior, and E. Pike, “Human Rights Violations in 

Brazil: Mega-Sporting Events and Housing Rights,” J. Sport Soc. Issues, vol. 38, no. 2, 

pp. 149-169, 2014. 

8. The Guardian. “Revealed: 6,500 Migrant Workers Have Died in Qatar as it Gears up for 

World Cup,” 2021. [Online]. Available: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021 

9. United Nations. Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights: Implementing the 

United Nations "Protect, Respect and Remedy" Framework, 2011. [Online]. Available: 

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/GuidingPrinciplesBusinessHR_EN.pdf 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021
https://www.fifa.com/humanrights
https://www.hrw.org/2008/
https://www.hrw.org/qatar2020
https://www.olympic.org/olympic-agenda-2020
https://www.olympic.org/olympic-agenda-2020
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/GuidingPrinciplesBusinessHR_EN.pdf

