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Abstract 

This paper analyzes the challenges and difficulties in establishing a democratic process for the 

promotion and organization of the 2014 World Cup and the 2016 Summer Olympics and 

Paralympics in Rio, with special attention to the spheres of architecture and urban design.  

While the World Cup has exhibited a ‘black box’ approach by the Brazilian federal, state and 

municipal governments, the Rio 2016 organizers have adopted a more democratic process, 

with the promotion of a public national competition for the architectural design of the facilities 

of the media center and, more recently, the launching of an international architectural 

competition for the sport facilities. There is an expectation that these trends might create a 

more open context for the discussion of sustainability issues, also involving the national and 

international academic communities in the decision-making and implementation processes of 

both mega events. 

Although these openings have met with the clear support of the architectural profession, there 

is much to be done at the more social level, with the involvement of local communities in the 

organization and implementation processes leading to positive urban regeneration. 

 

Introduction 

During the past two years, after the announcement of Brazil’s winning candidacy to host the 

2014 World Cup (2008) and, less than twelve months afterwards, that of Rio’s victorious bid to 

host the 2016 Summer Olympics and Paralympics Games, the country has lived a process of a 

‘black box’ approach to the organization and promotion of both mega  events, that only now 

begins to display some openness to a critical scrutiny or the possibility of a democratic process 

to ensure the legacy of a sustainable urban regeneration of host cities.  

By ‘black box’ we mean a process of decision-making steps based essentially in the work of 

governmental institutions to carry out studies which defined the objectives and dimensions of 

public expenditures in the facilities for the sport mega events, without any direct participation 

of society in the process. This participation is quite critical if we examine the current political 

situation of Brazil, whose population rose against the military dictatorship, that had kept all 

political power from the sixties to the eighties, and created a movement for a more 

democratic and transparent form of governance since then (the ‘Diretas já’ campaign).  
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This paper examines some of these contradictions, recognizing a certain improvement from 

the World Cup to the Olympics, centered essentially in the architectural field, due to the 

promotion of public competitions, which hopefully will still affect the way projects will have 

been distributed also for the World Cup facilities, if not for the stadia, then at least for other 

investments related to urban regeneration. 

 

The context 

During the last 16 years, since the adoption of the liberal Real Plan created by the social 

democrat government of its former president Fernando Henrique Cardoso and respected by 

the populist PT (Partido dos Trabalhadores /Workers’ Party) during the Lula era (2002-2010), 

Brazil has experienced a period of social and economic stability which, added to the 

democratization of its political process by means of direct elections for all government posts, 

has brought sustained growth and benefits to its large population (close to 200 million).  

Today more than half of the Brazilian population is considered to be ‘middle class’, the 

government has seen its heavy taxation bring large resources into its coffers to the point that 

Brazil paid its long-lasting debts with the IMF and now displays a reserve of over 300 billion 

dollars, investments in urban infrastructure and housing are growing and international funds 

are being drawn by attractive returns on financial investments.  

If we add to this the reality of a country blessed by natural resources to the point of producing 

its own fuel by more sustainable means (ethanol obtained from sugar cane has a much lower 

ecological footprint compared to other fossil fuels) and in addition to this the discovery of 

significant oil reserves, Brazil has finally entered a new development phase unheard of since 

the “miracle” of the early 1970s. 

It was therefore only taking another step forward for Lula’s Brazil to present its candidacy to 

host both mega events and win them both, quite an outstanding achievement. However, 

despite the favorable economic moment, Brazil must be careful not to repeat the excess of 

public expenditure that characterized the Greek games, with the results we now know about, 

with the country being included in the group of the “PIGS” (Portugal, Ireland, Italy, Greece and 

Spain), the name given to countries pertaining to the European Union that are witnessing an 

economic slowdown and rising unemployment, generating public demonstrations, such as 

those in Athens, capital of a Greece originally the cradle of Western Culture and Olympism 

itself.  

Still facing enormous social deficits in housing, sanitation and public services, and suffering the 

effects of heavy summer rains and damaging floods in the Rio region, Brazil may be deviating 

from the logical sequence of economic growth generating collective benefits, by embracing 

projects of an economically doubtful nature such as the games while delaying facing up to 

these serious social challenges.  

In addition to this, the way that the Lula government has treated the initial steps of the 

process of planning and implementing the games shows the adoption of a ‘black-box’ 

approach, with little or no participation by local communities, lack of public competitions for 
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the design of the facilities and urban improvements and now even of questionable processes 

for the bids for the construction process. Although there is a generalized support in the 

country for the fact that it will be hosting both mega events, this may dwindle as these 

processes degenerate into corruption and high expenditures which may easily leave a more 

negative than positive legacy for the future.  

 

The drawbacks of the World Cup organization process 

Brazilians are fanatic supporters principally of soccer and now other popular sports, such as 

volleyball and car racing, and even more elitist ones, such as tennis, athletics and swimming.  

The reason for this is embedded in the collective psyche of a population which enthusiastically 

supports popular festivities such as the well-known Carnival, with all its musical and visual 

frenzy, as a way of letting loose the inherent sexuality of a multiracial population, which has 

maintained high fertility rates, which explain the intense population growth in the country 

especially during the first half of the 20
th

 century, when its population was mostly rural. 

Recently, accompanying the intense urbanization process which was a by-product of 

industrialization, these have fallen significantly, but the essence of this phenomenon remains, 

at least at the level of the subconscious.  

It is possible that sport embodies and represents this inherent sexuality (the ball entering the 

net could be seen as the metaphor of a spermatozoid finally winning the race to fertilize the 

ovule), which generates the intense social response to every goal scored, or to the 

performance of the winners of any sort of race, especially the ones based on speed, such as 

the Formula 1. When Brazil wins a World Cup or has a champion in Formula 1, popular 

enthusiasm in the country is quite astounding. Probably, what happens is a public celebration 

of fertility, of life itself, through the competition of athletes that represents antagonizing 

spermatozoids in the natural race to give birth to new life.  

This has obvious social implications. Children are the future of a country, and one of the keys 

to foster the current economic boom in Brazil is the fact that the population break-down 

shows that the majority of the population is involved in the productive process, while the 

elderly still constitute a small portion of the total of Brazil’s population, although this may 

change in the next twenty years or so, as Brazilian society ages and fewer children are born, as 

in Europe.  

Thus, we could assume that Brazilians are particularly prone to accept large public 

expenditures for sport facilities as something ‘normal’ or even expected from governments 

and the news of the Brazilian victory in the international race to host the Games was met with 

an equally high level of national satisfaction and pride, as ex-president Lula knew very well, 

after Rio had hosted the Pan-American Games in 2008, with great success.  

For that that occasion, the government’s initial policy was to spend as least as possible with 

the sport infrastructure in the ‘cidade maravilhosa’ (marvelous city), but Lula saw the 

opportunity to expand this initial goal to include a sort of preamble of the Olympics. Costs 

soared from the expected 300 million to over 3 billion reals  (roughly 1 billion euros), 
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something which was the object of criticism from the opposition, but did not cause any 

particular public outcry or revolt. Contrary to this, it actually strengthened Lula’s popular 

support (the ex-president ended his mandate with more than 80% of positive assessment by 

the population).  

There were, of course, many cases of criticism of this large expenditure and the way it was 

carried out (no public competitions for the architectural facilities, the ‘white elephant’ 

syndrome of the stadium, etc.), especially from the academic milieu, but Lula’s ample 

popularity turned these into background noise while the real objective of the federal 

government was met: to show that Brazil was capable of organizing an international event and 

was a serious candidate for hosting the Olympic Games.  

The autocratic way that this process was carried out, an expression of Lula’s ability to seize the 

moment and get things done, contaminated the way the first mega event was organized and 

planned: the 2014 Soccer World Cup was passed on to the twelve host cities (a large number 

by FIFA standards), which were instructed to find their own financial means to raise the quality 

of their stadia in order to meet FIFA’s current regulations. The idea was that the federal 

government would not allocate financial resources into the stadia, except for infrastructural 

improvements in public transportation and airports, which would benefit the host cities and 

their regions.  

This apparently led these cities to find ways to attract private investors to face up to the costs 

of the stadia, most of which would be rehabilitated by the private sector and then also 

managed by it. This in turn led to the involvement of architects by private companies, who 

invited or hired them to do preliminary studies with a basic cost estimate. Since there would 

be no public investment involved, apparently with the exception of the Brasilia stadium 

(reasonably given to be rehabilitated by Eduardo Castro Mello, the son of the original author of 

the design of the stadium, Icaro, a pioneer in the design of modern sport facilities in Brazil) and 

the Maracana stadium in Rio, there was no reason for public competitions to be held.  

Also, various foreign architects were hired for some of the stadia, which left most of Brazil’s 

local talent out of the race for their design, obviously a great disappointment for the local 

architectural profession. In addition to this, some of the stadia recalled other monumental 

white elephants such as the Manaus stadium designed by a German firm, attempting to 

recreate something of the architectural complexity of the Beijing ‘Birds Nest’ by using the 

metaphor of an anaconda´s skin (Manaus is inside the Amazon basin). 

This resentment grew when, due to the Wall Street crisis of 2008, the private companies 

involved were unable to find the kind of foreign investment necessary to meet with their high 

building costs. The companies were therefore unable to meet with their responsibilities but 

the cities were left with designs that had already been presented and approved by the FIFA 

technical committee (with the exception of the Sao Paulo Morumbi stadium, as foreseen in a 

doctoral thesis at USP by Carlos de la Corte (1)).  

In turn, the cities would fund it difficult to pay the bills and the problem returned to the 

federal government which, in view of the obligations it had assumed with FIFA, decided to help 

the state and municipal governments with the necessary resources by means of loans through 
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the BNDES development bank. Now, argued local architects, since the money was public, 

competitions should be held. But it was too late for anything to change. 

The case of São Paulo is interesting. Since the large Morumbi stadium (property of the Sao 

Paulo soccer club) did not meet FIFA’s standards there was no federal money to be involved 

for its rehabilitation. On the other hand, the local state and municipal governments, decided to 

refrain from helping. It was finally up to the clubs to find a way out and it was the Corinthians 

club (of which Lula is a supporter) that presented a new stadium to the general public, to be 

built with private capital, with the design of a Rio office (Coutinho, Diegues e Cordeiro 

Arquitetos) also responsible for the city of Natal’s arena. This obviously did not make the 

Paulista architects very happy, but since the investment was to be private, there was not much 

to be said or done. The Rio team was actually careful to use a typical Paulista rationalistic 

approach to the design of the stadium, with rather unorthodox straight lines, perhaps in an 

attempt to draw local empathy from the architectural community.  

Legacy issues were not discussed deeply, but municipal governments started to plan 

infrastructural improvements, aided by the PAC (Plano de Aceleração do Crescimento) federal 

resources. Again, no news of any public competitions for these urban regeneration processes 

was announced and neither a community-oriented participative process was heralded, in spite 

of the federal government’s populist tendency. 

This led the IAB/SP (Institute of Brazilian Architects, Sao Paulo Department), responsible for 

the promotion and organization of the BIA 2009 (International Biannual of Architecture of Sao 

Paulo), under our curatorship, to address this problem, and planning and design workshops 

were held at the Biannual in all but three of the twelve host-cities to discuss the issue of legacy 

through urban regeneration, in a more democratic manner(2). For the Rio Cup and Olympics, 

the workshop proposed a decentralized form of allocating resources in four different areas of 

the city, which was actually put into practice by the local authorities.  

Delays in the building processes of the stadia are affecting the majority of the stadia, and a 

local critic such as Jorge Hon, within the site Portal 2014, wrote at the beginning of last 

February: “The Federal Government continues without the control of the process. The Minister 

of Sports (Orlando Silva) acts as if the solution of the problems is not his. He runs the risk of 

being thrown out by the President (Dilma Roussef) should he continue with this ‘lulist’ attitude 

of transferring responsibilities onto others. And declares personal trust in others without ever 

getting involved personally”(3).  

Summing it all up, the World Cup was very much a ‘black box’ process, without broader public 

or community participation and with decisions being taken within the broad spectrum of the 

PPP (Public- Private Partnership) modality, through which private enterprises had much to say, 

especially with regards to the stadia. The legacy is being haunted again by the ‘white elephant 

syndrome’ with regards to the latter, as one can easily see by analyzing the designs of the new 

stadia. However, there seems to be a general effort to improve local transportation facilities, 

with their positive impacts on urban sustainability, although it is not clear how the local 

population and environments are being impacted by their construction, some of which are 

underway. Equally, no news of housing projects for the relocated population have been 
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declared to accompany the implementation process, which raises great doubts with regards to 

the social legacy of the Cup.  

Likewise, there is no information about any public university or NGO involvement in the 

process, and the Brazilian Institute of Architects has not been involved in any competition 

regarding the Cup, a popular event in which the architectural profession is not being involved 

as a whole. This was criticized in an open letter by local architects to the public in general and 

especially to the profession, that did not take any action, other than the mentioned BIA, to get 

involved in this issue.  

However, the Serviço Público Federal (Federal Public Service), through CREA-DF, the Regional 

Council of Engineering, Architecture and Agronomy of the Federal District recently   announced 

the promotion a public hearing to be held beginning in March 2011 initially in Brasilia and, 

through the CREAs of other regions, in each one of the other eleven host cities, with the 

participation of public prosecutors. This represents a positive sign that these issues may still be 

discussed and corrected, or at least assessed in a more critical way by society at large.  

 

The Rio 2016 Olympics, a new approach? 

With regards to the Olympics, similar problems have affected the organizational process, with 

a still on-going struggle between federal, state and municipal authorities as to who dictates 

the way things ought to be carried out. 

Recently, Henrique Mereilles, the ex-president of the Central Bank of Brazil, was invited by 

Dilma to act as the head of the local Olympic authority, a model devised by the Federal 

government as a consortium between the three spheres of government. Apparently, Rio’s 

municipal authorities are against this model, which foresees the creation of 493 management 

jobs with a 37-member Board of Directors, with relatively high monthly salaries (ranging from 

approx. 3 to 14 thousand dollars), something that even president Dilma seems to be against.  

The special secretary for the 2014 Cup and Rio 2016, and its Olympic committee (a private 

non-profit company located in the Barra da Tijuca neighbourhood), created by the city’s 

municipal government to implement the mega events, devised an interesting concept for the 

Olympics’ geographical distribution, partly devised for the Pan-Am games and constituting the 

basic strategy for the city’s winning bid.  In this concept, Rio would receive the new and 

improved sport and infrastructural facilities in four different areas of the metropolis: Barra, 

Copacabana, Maracana and Deodoro, in accordance to the urban guidelines proposed at the 

BiA workshop mentioned earlier in this paper.  

Within this context, it was with a certain relief within the architectural profession that the 

municipal Olympic authorities, through IAB/RJ, the Rio Chapter of the Brazilian Institute of 

Architects, promoted a national competition for the Media and Referees Village, as an integral 

part of the ‘Porto Maravilha’ project, which aims at the urban regeneration of the Port area.  

The competition included two sites of approx. 40 and 110 hectares respectively, located along 

the Francisco Bicalho Avenue and divided by the latter and a strip of land, currently occupied 
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by industrial buildings, underutilized and decayed. In the first, to the west of the channel, the 

competition asked for a spectacular building complex, with 4 and 5-star hotels, apart-hotel, 

offices and business center, besides an exhibition and convention center.  

In the second, to the east, the program asked for a large housing complex for the Villages, 

offering more than five thousand flats (1, 2, 3 and 4 dorms) which inevitably meant attaining 

the height of 40 stories for most of the buildings. Here building costs should be more of an 

issue, since the apartments would be sold to the market for a middle class population to be 

attracted by the many improvements planned for the harbor region.  

Although a string overall image was expected, the competition brief called for economically 

feasible and sustainable proposals and an eye to market forces, which evidently reduced the 

more experimental architecture one would expect from the architecture of an Olympiad. This, 

however, sounded reasonable when one considers the follies of certain recent architectures 

for Olympic facilities un the last games of Peking, such as the bird’s nest stadium, an 

architectural extravaganza only made feasible due to the intention of projecting China as a 

new world power, but unsustainable due to low usage and extremely high maintenance costs.   

Judged in early February of 2011, and to have its winners announced in the 8
th

 of the month, 

no-one knows yet who the winners are, since the ceremony was postponed, probably due to a 

fire accident that destroyed the sheds of three samba schools located near the site of the 

competition. 

In the proposal that our NUTAU/USP team, in association to the office of Sao Paulo architect 

Sidonio Porto and with the consultancy of Prof. Lamartine DaCosta, presented at the 

competition, we treated the two areas as different projects, although we respected certain 

common concepts, such as a more compact use of the sites on the sides occupied by the 

existing land-use and a fine view of the harbor from all apartments, which led the team to the 

concentration of open space on the main street corners and an appropriate scale of public 

spaces in between the rather high 20, 40 and 50 stories towers.  

As a result of this concept, in the in-between spaces amidst the high residential buildings, a 

streetscape reminiscent of Rio’s Copacabana suburb’s dense urban environment was 

proposed, with shops and office space that would be used during the games as support 

infrastructure for the temporary residents of the buildings. This street animation is important 

within the concept of a more sustainable, compact city, as in the proposal by British architect 

Richard Rogers (5).  

Some 180 offices registered in the competition, with 84 entries finally submitted (apparently 

20 teams presented their proposals after the deadline, and were therefore eliminated). 

Despite these unhappy drawbacks, unfortunately typical of architectural competitions, the Rio 

Olympics brought out the best talent in the country for such facilities, displaying different 

design approaches as an important pedagogic experience and as a tribute to the plurality of a 

democratic and multiracial country like Brazil.  

Likewise, due to the IAB/RJ’s highly meritorious efforts, with the enlightened leadership of 

president Sergio Magalhães, the authorities informed the general public that an international 
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competition would be held for the Olympic sport facilities, through the pre-selection of eight 

design teams who would then be invited to submit proposals to an international jury. Although 

not as democratic as the first competition, it is, nevertheless, a definite improvement when 

compared to the ‘black box’ process adopted by the Brazilian World Cup authorities. 

In this sense, it should be part of the IOC and FIFA regulations that all facilities involving public 

expenditure should be made accessible to all national designers by means of open 

architectural competitions such as that of the Media and Referees’ Village. 

At the same time, as the construction process of new urban infrastructure already began in 

Rio, Brazilian architect and urban planner Raquel Rolnik, who is currently the United Nations 

Special Rapporteur on the Right to Adequate Housing, complained publicly that local 

communities in the city were being displaced by the works, without any sort of compensation 

or provision of alternative housing solutions for the families involved, causing great harm to 

this low-income population (6). 

This means that, if a democratic and participatory process is not adopted at all levels of the 

promotion and organization of sport mega events, such contradictions will inevitably drain the 

positive legacy out of the Olympic Movement, contrary to its institutional objectives. It would 

be convenient, in this sense, that a form of public statement, or manifesto, be made by the 

researchers form LERI – London East Research Laboratory and NUTAU/USP (that are uniting 

research efforts towards a positive legacy in sport mega events) to support that sport mega 

events should be necessarily organized in a democratic and participatory manner now and in 

the future. 

 

Conclusions 

The organization of the 2014 World Cup and the 2016 Summer Olympics in Rio display a high 

degree of centralization and almost complete lack of a transparent and democratic approach, 

despite some restricted openness to a more participatory process, as reflected by the two 

architectural competitions mentioned in this essay. 

The first of these, recently judged, displayed a wealth of design ideas which did not emerge in 

the World Cup projects, with the proposals for the stadia being allocated without any 

democratic participation of the majority of the local design community, with foreigners being 

hired to carry out the projects in many cases, without the promotion of national competitions 

that should be the rule in such situations. 

However virtuous these two competitions might be, they constitute too small a deviation from 

the general rule to be acceptable for a modern edition of the Games and, due to this, there is 

rising public concern in Brazil that these two mega events will lead to excessive expenditure 

and corruption, with possible economic and political repercussions in the near future, although 

probably not as serious as in the Greek case due to Brazil’s more sustainable economic 

expansion. 
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The fact that no independent entities (such as universities and ONGs) are monitoring critically 

a process involving huge sums of public resources, besides the important role of a free press 

(which is evidently an important aspect of democracy and transparency in public matters), is 

all the more troubling. 

We can only hope, as members of the university community, that in the next months, with the 

beginning of a new federal government cycle, and based in the realization of public hearings, 

more openings might be established to ensure a fully democratic organization of these two 

gigantic popular events in Brazil in the current decade.  
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