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Beijing buzz: Chicago looking good
City called leader for 2016 Olympics
By Kathy Bergen
Chicago Tribune reporter

August 24, 2008

BEIJING -- Chicago has emerged as the front-runner in the race for the 2016 Olympics, some insiders say, noting that the Windy City delegation's low-key, deferential approach is playing well among international sports leaders gathered here for the Summer Games.

"It's Chicago's to lose," said one member of the International Olympic Committee, speaking on the condition of anonymity. "If they don't muck it up, they should win."

Other insiders say it's too soon to call it, but acknowledge Chicago is in a position of strength. Its courteous approach is helping to dispel "ugly American" stereotypes, they say, and its downtown-oriented plan, with lakefront access for the athletes' village, is proving attractive to IOC members.

And a U.S. location draws bigger bucks from sponsors, who provide the lifeblood for the IOC.

Still, the front-runner label is one that many bid cities would like to avoid at this stage, remembering all too well London's last-minute upset over archrival Paris, which had been the favorite for the 2012 Games.

And Chicago rejects any suggestion that it is leading.

"We think it's still far too early in this race to identify any city as the front-runner, with four world-class cities in the race, all with compelling campaigns," said Patrick Sandusky, a spokesman for the Chicago 2016 bid team.

Often there are surprising turns in the final 48 hours, with the ultimate outcome determined by 11th-hour, back-room horse trading. Multiple rounds of voting take place, with allegiances switching after cities are eliminated.

A gentlemen's contest

So cordiality can pay off.

"You need to be seen as everybody's second-best friend," said one source with close ties to the IOC.

The decision will be made Oct. 2, 2009.

Finalist 2016 bid cities Chicago, Madrid, Rio de Janeiro and Tokyo launched the international phases of their campaigns during the 2008 Games, which end Sunday. And so far, it has been a gentlemen's contest, marked by endless rounds of meetings, briefings and receptions for IOC members and other sports leaders.

In contrast, the contest for 2012, which involved London, Paris, New York, Moscow and Madrid, "was much more of a dogfight," recalls IOC member Patrick Hickey of Ireland, who also heads the European Olympic Committees and backs Madrid's bid.

An aggressive approach, where cities say, " 'Can we count on your vote?' that doesn't happen anymore," said IOC member Nicole Hoevertsz of Aruba.

"A big gangbusters approach would be inappropriate," said Chicago 2016 bid leader Patrick Ryan in Beijing. Chicago's approach has been to listen and learn, to talk about the city and to establish relationships with IOC members and other influential sports leaders, he said. The bidders have until February to develop their final bid books.

Coming on the strongest in this campaign has been Rio de Janeiro, which has some ground to make up after coming in fourth in an IOC technical evaluation this spring.

Brazilian President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva, in a briefing with reporters, declared, "When God made the world, he prepared Rio for the Olympic Games."

Carlos Arthur Nuzman, a popular IOC member and president of the Rio bid team, said at another briefing, "We don't want a favor, we don't want a gift, we deserve this for all we've done in the past." He was alluding to hosting earlier sporting events, including the 2007 Pan American Games. On Thursday, the bid team introduced soccer legend Pele as a bid ambassador.

So far, Rio's high-octane approach does not appear to be ruffling feathers.

"It's up to each country to find its own style, and maybe that's why Rio is more colorful and extroverted," said the source with close ties to the IOC.

Year for the Americas?

Rio could well be Chicago's toughest rival because 2016 is likely to be viewed as a year for the Americas, after 2008 in Asia and 2012 in Europe.

Its biggest hurdles will be overcoming concerns about its crime rate and about its ability to pull off an Olympics just two years after hosting the 2014 World Cup soccer tournament.

The city invested $300 million in public safety improvements for the Pan American Games, which went off without incident, organizers noted. And the federal government has committed $2 billion for a three-year program to aid impoverished communities, noted Carlos Roberto Osorio, general secretary of the bid. The nation's economy is on an upswing, as well.

"Rio has the emotional factor that the Games have never been in South America," said IOC member Richard Pound of Canada, who thinks it's too soon to identify a front-runner.

"If you want a well-organized, well-financed Olympics, Chicago will do it," he said.

Still, Chicago will get a run for its money from Tokyo and Madrid as well, which were No. 1 and No. 2, respectively, in the IOC technical evaluations, and which are approaching the campaign with much the same sort of diplomatic, measured tone Chicago has employed.

Both cities are promoting the "green" aspects of their bids, a hot-button issue after the air pollution concerns in Beijing.

Tokyo, for instance, has committed to doubling roadside trees from 500,000 to 1 million before 2016 and to creating a forest on a former garbage dump in Tokyo Bay. This "sea forest" would be home to a number of events, including equestrian and rowing.

"All four cities will be considered seriously," said Pound.

"The Madrid bid will suffer to some degree because of London 2012 being in Europe and Sochi 2014 being in Europe," he said. "And Tokyo will suffer by its proximity to the Beijing Games."

As well, the Madrid 2016 team found itself on the defensive during the Summer Games after Spain's Olympic basketball team posed for a newspaper ad using their fingers to make their eyes look more Chinese, a move the IOC found to be inappropriate.

Antonio Fernandez Arimany, managing director of the bid, said the incident was a misunderstanding and that there was no intention to be offensive. He said he does not expect a lasting impact on the bid, and a number of IOC insiders agree.

"It will mean absolutely zero at the end of the day," said Hickey, adding the same holds true for a minor flap that cropped up involving the U.S. Olympic Committee, Chicago's bid partner.

The IOC reprimanded the USOC for offering $50 shopping vouchers to encourage U.S. team athletes to vote in an IOC athletes' commission election. Those elected also serve an 8-year term on the IOC. The USOC apologized for its offer.

The USOC was hoping U.S. soccer Olympian Julie Foudy would be elected as a replacement for Robert Ctvrtlik, a volleyball gold medalist whose term is expiring. But of 29 candidates for four positions, she came in seventh, which means the U.S. is down to two IOC members as Chicago pursues its 2016 bid.

"We're down a member, but even though I'm stepping down from that position, I still have quite a few international positions and will continue to work and will keep doing positive things for the U.S.," Ctvrtlik, who is also the USOC's vice president for international relations, told The Associated Press.

Election outcome

What could affect the bid more dramatically is the outcome of the presidential election, observers say. A win by Barack Obama would be seen as a shift in foreign policy and aid the bid, they said, while a win by John McCain is more of a wild card. Many IOC members bitterly recall that McCain chaired Senate Commerce Committee hearings on the IOC's operations in the aftermath of the bid city bribery scandal of 1998.

In any case, Chicago still needs to improve the technical aspects of its bid, observers said. The city came in No. 3 among the finalists in the IOC evaluation, with transportation among the areas needing work.

And Hickey had one bit of advice: "Chicago has a hidden jewel in its bid: They are not fully utilizing the mayor.

"He has a tremendous presence and personality," Hickey said, noting that he connects well with both dukes and ditch-diggers. Compared with New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg, "Daley is more genuine, more a man of the people."

Tribune reporter Philip Hersh and The Associated Press contributed to this report. 
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