Politics and Bad Decisions In Olympics Will Never End
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This week’s decision by five Olympic figure skating judges outraged people throughout the world.  It was obvious to almost everyone that Canadians Jamie Salé and David Pelletier won the gold medal for pairs figure skating and not the Russians. 


After Christine Brennan of USA Today exposed a “deal” between the French and Russian judges, the public outrage and media attention given this sham turned into gold for the Canadians.  In an unprecedented move, the International Olympic Committee and the skating federation decided to also award Salé and Pelletier the gold medal, sharing it with the Russians.


Politics, money, greed and conflict of interest have been a part of sport almost as long as competition itself.  This is not the first, nor will it be the last such incident.  There were judging irregularities in ice dancing in1998 at Nagano.  Rigged results in boxing were the scandal of Seoul in 1988.  In 1972 in Munich, the U.S. basketball team lost when the referees twice gave the Soviets opportunities to score after time ran out.  


International sport is run by three organizations – the national Olympic committees (NOCs), including the U.S. Olympic Committee (USOC); the international sports federations (IFs), which are responsible for the judges, rules and conduct of the sport; and the elite, self-appointed International Olympic Committee (IOC).   Not all countries who participate in the Olympics have members on the IOC.  


From 776 B.C. until 393 A.D., the Olympics were an integral part of Greek culture, even after the Roman conquest of Greece in 146 B.C.  After 1,200 years, the  Emperor Theodosius ended the Games because cheating and a disregard for the Olympic ideals had become so widespread.  Some cities honored their victors with money.


Today’s Olympics were first celebrated in 1896 in Athens and it didn’t take long for politics and a disregard for Olympic ideals to return.


Hilter’s 1936 Games in Berlin politicized his Nazi propaganda worldwide.  In deference to his anti-Semitism, the USOC withdrew from the relays Jewish sprinter Marty Glickman, who went on to become a great sports announcer. 


In 1980, President Jimmy Carter believed he could politically use the U.S. team to force the Soviets to leave Afghanistan and destroyed the dreams and once-in-a-lifetime opportunities of the Olympic athletes.  The Soviets responded by boycotting Los Angeles in 1984. 


International officials retaliated in Los Angeles when Peter Ueberroth did not provide limousines, perqs and lavish gifts to officers of the IFs.  Many U.S. officials were overlooked as judges for the ‘84 Games and denied positions on important committees.  Two, in line to be presidents of their IFs, were not even nominated.


Los Angeles almost didn’t get the 1984 Games because of a cold war strategy by the Soviet Union to politically embarrass the U.S.  When the Los Angeles bid team arrived in Athens in 1978 for the vote, it was the only candidate and counted being two votes short.  The Lord Killanin of Ireland, then head of the IOC, asked Mayor Tom Bradley to come to Athens early to meet with African members of the IOC which was what was needed to swing the vote for Los Angeles.


As early as 1970, the Soviets took aim at Los Angeles which wanted to host the 1976 Games as part of the U. S. Bicentennial celebration.  Moscow bid at the very last minute, divided the votes and Montreal was chosen.  Politics are very involved in selecting the host cities as people will remember about Salt Lake City, which resulted in the resignation of several members of the IOC.   


Politics, greed and money are pervasive in sports at all levels from little leagues through high school and intercollegiate athletics to Olympic and international sports.  In 1990, Robert Helmick, an attorney, established new ethics standards for the USOC when he was president.  A year later, he resigned from both the USOC and IOC for alleged conflicts of interest.  Just last week, IOC president Dr. Jacques Rogge of Belgium, and his fellow rogues, rejected tougher ethics rules.  We can be assured this will be the last incident ... until the next time.

