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Disorganised host community touristic-event spaces: Revealing Rio’s fault lines at the 2016 

Olympic Games 

 

Abstract 

Mega sport events require a host (city) to provide the necessary urban spaces to deliver 

high profile – and highly circumscribed – elite sporting, cultural and commercial activities. This 

article investigates the live staging spatial-organisational requirements of the Rio 2016 Olympic 

Games, exploring the extent to which the project sequestrated, territorialised and commodified 

public space. Relatedly, we examine the role of new legal, regulatory and securitised event 

conditions in affording an effective and efficient ‘Olympic takeover’. We draw on three 

complementary qualitative data sets, including: i) official Rio 2016 bid and planning documents, ii) 

observations of the live Olympic city visitor experience and spatial planning effects, iii) interviews 

with tourism and visitor economy key informants. Findings reveal that Rio’s specially created 

Olympic event zones sought to transform visitor flows and circulations across the city, 

appropriating and regulating public space in line with a desired tourist aesthetic. Rio’s public civic 

space became reimagined and controlled for commercial exploitation by the Olympic family of 

corporate sponsors, supporters and suppliers - facilitated by the creation of areas of exclusivity. 

And yet, we also reveal how the Rio Olympic city simultaneously emerged disorganised, open and 

fluid in places – a (temporary) break in the (neoliberal) economic logic we have come to expect. 

We argue that localised conditions affecting Rio afforded closer connectivity between event visitor 

economies and host communities. While these gains remain marginal and largely symbolic, they 

demonstrate that with effective planning, the Olympic host city need not only serve corporate 

interests.  

 

Key words 

Mega sport events; Urban space; Spatial territorialisation, Commercial exploitation, Rio 2016 

Olympic Games; Exceptional legislation; Visitor economy. 
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Introduction 

Mega sport events (MSEs) reflect a period of late capitalism and are emblemic of the 

increasingly symbiotic relationship between global corporate interests and the entrepreneurial state 

(Hall, 1996; Gruneau and Horne, 2015; Stewart and Rayner, 2016; Zimbalist, 2015) – a powerful 

mechanism through which the local state can deliver on its capital accumulation strategies, driving 

economic growth by bringing together powerful public-private interests to accelerate urban 

transformation (Silk, 2014).  

They have a history of appropriating and territorialising the urban environments they use 

as the backdrop for their global spectacles. Indeed, the mega event ‘takeover’ (Muller, 2015) 

requires the sequestration of public goods including civic urban spaces in order to privatise them, 

even if only temporarily (Smith, 2016; McGillivray and Frew, 2015). MSEs help accelerate the 

reformulation of cities to suit the needs of business, tourism and other consumptive practices, 

bringing with it need to privatise, commercialise and beautify: a scenario that Pavoni (2017) 

suggests requires that ‘security and entertainment merge and converge shaping everyday life within 

safe, comforting, capitalised and entertaining spaces, relations and practices’ (p.5). Spectacular city-

as-playgrounds are produced, foregrounding the interests of tourism and consumers, reshaping the 

contours of the urban milieu to open up commercial opportunities for a limited number while 

initiating and extending social control mechanisms for others (e.g. Paton, Mooney and McKee, 

2012). In the melee, willing host cities and nations foster ideal conditions by enacting new laws 

that create special extra-legal territories, enabling certain practices and discounting others. 

Specific urban spaces are chosen for their strategic importance to the event project (i.e. an 

iconic square, building or historical visitor attraction) and turned into areas of exclusivity that serve 

to fuel the project’s existence and animate soon-to-be exclusive Olympic-urban real estate. Indeed, 

they are dressed to enhance the host destination’s mediated image, encourage consumption by 

global visitors, and contribute to the overarching attractiveness of hosting MSEs.  

In recent years, Brazil has been the setting for a number of major and mega sport events, 

including the Pan American Games (2007) and the 2014 FIFA World Cup. Vainer (2015) has 

suggested that the strategy of bidding and delivering MSEs aligns perfectly with neoliberal policies 
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followed by the Brazilian state since the 1990s. Schausteck de Almeida, Marchi Júnior, and Pike 

(2014) concur, arguing that governments in Brazil viewed the MSE strategy as a vehicle to improve 

its international standing as part of a soft power offensive. In Rio itself, a strategic plan was 

developed to help effect urban transformation (De Lisio, Hubbard and Silk, 2018) with MSEs 

representing a powerful vehicle to support selected urban developments in priority development 

areas (Broudehoux and Sanchez, 2015). As others have argued, the nature of ‘fixed deadlines’ 

provides an urgency to accelerate developments, which suit the interests of pro-growth coalitions, 

including real estate developers, the event franchises, construction companies and global sponsors 

(Gaffney, 2015; Vainer, 2015). At the bid stage for the 2016 Olympic and Paralympic Games, Rio 

sought to use reimagine the urban environment, as it ‘would fit into the city’s long-term plan by 

boosting its transformation through the creation of a new urban structure’ (Schausteck de Almeida 

et al, 2014: 277).  

This broader strategic plan for Rio, when considered alongside the official candidature file 

(Rio Candidature File 2009), demonstrates a commitment to transform urban space, whereby the 

partnership with event franchises, including FIFA and the IOC, enable a ‘local-unelected elite to 

realize fantasies of (global) capital accumulation through state-sanctioned commodification of 

urban land’ (De Lisio et al, 2018 [online]). Across Rio, this included major developments in the 

upmarket Barra da Tijuca, the eventual site of the Olympic Park, which benefitted from extensive 

transport developments from 2007 onwards (extensions to the subway line and expansion of the 

Bus Rapid Transit system (BRT)), confirming ‘the centrality of Barra da Tijuca as a priority 

development area’ (Broudehoux and Sanchez, 2015: 113). Another example was the port-side 

revitalisation process at Porto Maravilha which eventually became home to one of the largest Live 

Sites during the Olympic Games (VisitRio, 2016). Prioritisation was centered on either real estate 

and/or tourism development. 

Each of these examples highlights a strategic alignment between the objectives of the 

entrepreneurial state and the event franchise. In Rio, the specific spatial governmentalites that 

resulted from this alignment were intentional, planned well in advance of the Games taking place 

and designed to ensure that the post-Olympic city was attractive for foreign investment and 
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tourism exploitation. Enacting new laws to prepare the Olympic city for the influx of visitors, 

athletes and IOC delegates is part of the deal.  Following the successful bid process in 2009, the 

Olympic Act was introduced alongside the legal inscription of the IOC’s official Host City Contract 

into Brazilian law. 

All three levels of government (federal, state, and city) empowered the Olympic Delivery 

Agency (ODA) with the authority to do ‘all that is necessary to facilitate and support…the 

enactment of additional laws and regulations to enable Games time delivery and legacy fulfilment’ 

(2009). Rio’s Candidature File (2009) aptly used a similar expression, ‘guarantee[ing] to provide 

“clean” publicly owned venues, as specified, at no cost to the hosting Organising Committee for 

the Olympic Games (OCOG), as well as the transfer of venues to OCOG control at Games-time 

and test events, where applicable’ (2009). As illustrated in Figure 1, from the bidding stage, there 

were already detailed plans for Rio’s Olympic city to be segmented into a series of official event 

zones. These event zones included the Copacabana, Maracanã, Deodoro, and Barra areas, chosen 

to host the majority of sporting events, permanent and temporary venues (Rio Candidature 

Documentation, 2009). This included a series of Live Sites, including the Olympic Boulevard at 

Porto Maravilha denoted by the yellow star immediately beneath and to the right of Zone ‘4’ as 

shown in Figure 1. Rio’s Candidature File (2009) stressed the regenerative, integrative [with local 

communities], and post-Games legacy opportunity of utilizing these event spaces (2009: 39). The 

creation of these zones, from 2009, demonstrates the preparatory strategies employed by organisers 
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and city planners to effectively zone space, starting at the bid stage and accelerating during planning 

and delivery (McGillivray et al, 2019). 

Figure 1. Concept map of Olympic event zones and Live Sites. 

Yet, it is also important to recognise that not all MSEs interact with the host city in the 

same way. For example, Pavoni (2015) argues that although MSEs accelerate the capitalist 

production of space, these spatial reconfigurations are ‘always fraught with contradictions, frictions 

and resistance’ (p.477).  Similarly, De Lisio et al (2018) suggest that those viewed as vulnerable, or 

marginalised, in MSE narratives can realise economic opportunities from these events. They 

caution scholars not to presume only the elites benefit, instead arguing for a recognition of the 

‘localized and diverse impact of event-led urbanism and entrepreneurial exceptionalism’ (De Lisio 

et al, 2018 [online]. To that end, this study explores the spatial territorialising processes that take 

place during the preparation, planning and delivery of the Rio 2016 Olympic and Paralympic 

Games. We explore the official zoning of urban space into areas of exclusivity as well as the spatial 

cracks that emerge between the lines, where contestation, messiness and inconsistencies between 

policy and practice are evident. We restrict our empirical focus primarily to the territorialisation 

(Dansero et al, 2015) stages of Olympic planning – immediately before and during the ‘live staging’ 



8 
 

of events, though we do also include pre-event planning imaginaries to locate the study more 

effectively. The following research questions guided the study:  

1. How were the Rio 2016 venues and ancillary event zones planned, organised and secured, 

and with what material effects? 

2. How did the spatial organisation of Rio 2016 impact on visitor experience and 

opportunities for small traders, before and during the Games? 

 

Mega sport events and ‘exceptional’ spatial arrangements  

The two principal MSEs, the Olympic Games and the FIFA World Cup, literally and 

metaphorically overlay what Dansero et al (2015) call the ‘context territory’ (the host city). In recent 

years, a number of scholars have focused their attention on the spatial impacts of MSEs on the 

host destination (Smith, 2016; Gaffney, 2015). For example, McGillivray and Frew (2015) have 

argued that MSEs produce increasingly determined and regulated urban spaces enshrined within 

the contractual arrangements that host cities sign up for when awarded the rights to host. 

Institutional necessity or urgency, immovable project deadlines (Kirby et al, 2018), and security 

efforts to prevent dissent, unrest or event terrorism provide a force for the creation of new spatial 

configurations. ‘Accelerated implementation’ (Broudehoux and Sanchez, 2015: 109) and fast-

tracked project practices are central to the allure of MSEs for host governments – hoping for a 

quick fix. 

Crucial to the theoretical foundation of this study is the notion of ‘exceptionality’ as it 

relates to MSEs (Marrero-Guillamon, 2013; Vainer, 2015). Agamben’s (2005) State of Exception has 

been influential in setting out a theoretical framework to explain how law is suspended as a feature 

of hosting MSEs. Exceptional legislation enshrines legal exceptions, including licensing laws and 

the slackening of normal planning regulations, to enable accelerated developments and changes in 

use of public spaces during Games time and beyond (Smith, 2016). Though host cities may retain 

some scope at the local level to make decisions on development priorities, the passing of national 

and local legislation creates the conditions for spatial transformations that affect the rights of many 

to navigate the city in the manner they had previously been used to. As Braathen, Mascarenha and 
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Sorboe (2016) suggest, ‘Olympic bid books become the de-facto planning documents’ (p.262) 

handing power to political leaders and unelected (IOC) officials to initiate urban developments 

that may not necessarily be welcome or popular – as illustrated by populations’ recent vetoing of 

National Olympic Committee bids to host the Games (Duignan et al, 2019). 

Applying Agamben’s notion of exceptionality to the MSE context the state, working in 

tandem with non-state actors like the IOC, can at will withdraw or hollow out existing rights and 

entitlements (Vainer, 2015). Specific measures, which are not in themselves laws, can be decreed 

in the name of hosting the Olympic Games, acquiring a force of law and restricting rights and 

liberties of citizens for the duration of the MSE. Brazil’s success in winning the rights to host two 

consecutive MSEs created the conditions for introducing extensive legal exceptions that legitimised 

controversial commercial developments and the redistribution of power to actors other than the 

general public (Broudehoux and Sanchez, 2015). In the Olympic city, the state of exception is 

normalised and:  

…characterized by the disruption of accepted legal and social norms; the suspension of 

established procedures, restrictions and controls; the reformulation of planning 

regulations; the circumvention of existing laws; the lifting of safety standards; and the 

introduction of highly restrictive regulatory instruments to ensure compliance with the 

stipulations of local and global organizers (Broudehoux and Sanchez, 2015: 111). 

As Braathen et al (2016) note, in Rio ‘ad hoc decisions have prevailed over abiding by 

existing legal frameworks such as the Master Plan. Basic democratic rights have been put on hold 

and the demands and rights of ordinary citizens ‘suppressed’ (2016: 265). The concepts of necessity 

and urgency are fundamental here. The necessity to transform the urban landscape, local planning 

and other constitutional laws derives from the demands of a supra-national franchise that has little 

stake in the long-term future of the host destination it encounters and temporarily inhabits. The 

Games provide the necessary impetus in terms of planning, land re-use and real estate purchases, 

and during the Games via intense securitisation and protection of the rights of corporate sponsors 

and the awarding body itself. The Olympic ‘project’ territorialisation that takes place fits seamlessly 
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with the reshaping of the (redesigned) urban realm so that the host city can provide the awarding 

body and its corporate partners with the right environment to maximise economic return.  

 

Rio 2016: Archipelagos of extraterritoriality 

The notion of exceptionality is inseparable from the influence of neo-liberalised 

discourses, especially as they relate to MSEs. As MSEs are understood as commercial 

opportunities, for host cities and awarding bodies, this dictates the type of exceptional measures 

put in place and their implications for residents and local businesses.  Broudehoux and Sanchez 

(2015) argue that political leaders in Rio bought into the promise of MSEs generating greater 

external investment, tourist visitation and global recognition. In this process, access to - and use 

of - public spaces and ‘rights’ to the city had to be reimagined to suit global business interests. 

These developments are not restricted to Rio 2016. Tight planning and delivery schedules 

necessitate focus on the immediate goal of producing a successful event, with global event 

templates often ignoring local and extra-local objectives (Raco and Tunney, 2010). In effect, the 

host destination is taken over before and during MSEs and protected by the state apparatus to 

ensure the free flow and circulation of capital to sponsors and real estate interests (Muller, 2015; 

Gaffney, 2015; Pavoni, 2015; Giulianotti, Armstrong, Hales and Hobbs, 2015). As noted earlier, 

illustrated by Amar’s (2018) argument around ‘military capitalism’, securitising actors (e.g. policy, 

military et cetera) provide the necessary muscle to do this, particularly across the Brazilian context 

but also found in the UK during the London 2012 Games (e.g. Giulianotti et al, 2015; Duignan et 

al, 2019). The securitisation and territorialisation of MSE host city space can serve to exclude the 

presence of non-official Olympic partners, sponsors and images, bypassing and often marginalising 

neighbouring host communities in the process.  

One expression of this trend is the creation of self-governing territorial enclaves, 

constituted as special autonomous zones or states within states during MSEs. Awarding bodies are 

able to create what Broudehoux and Sanchez (2015) call ‘archipelagos of extraterritoriality’ which 

‘become exclusive commercial territories for their sponsors and commercial allies’ (2015: 112). 

Games venues and ancillary event zones (e.g. Live Sites) are located in strategically valuable 
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locations and mediated to the watching world (McGillivray and Frew, 2015). For example, in Rio, 

the Porto Maravilha redevelopment was undertaken to re-vision the port area in the lead up to the 

Olympic Games. Officially referred to as the ‘Olympic Boulevard’ this was the largest Live Site 

ever developed in Olympic history, located in the port area to emphasise a cosmopolitan, trendy, 

fashionable district attractive to an immediate event tourist base, future visitors and residents alike 

(Visit Rio, 2016).  

Spatial management of this sort is typical of the commercial logic that makes MSEs 

attractive to corporate sponsors. The Olympic sponsor family, including TOP sponsors, pay for 

exclusive access to valuable real estate where it can ‘activate’ its brand. For official sponsors to 

maximise commercial value they need to be able to secure exclusive access to consumers in prime 

urban locations. Jakob’s (2013) notion of ‘eventification’ is useful here as ‘urban space, itself, is 

represented as a spectacle and transformed into an aestheticized place of consumption’ (2013: 449). 

One of the main arguments for hosting MSEs is that they can benefit the wider local economy. 

Yet available evidence indicates that Olympic planning excludes, disserves, and ineffectively 

distributes visitor economy related benefits (Pappalepore and Duignan, 2016; Raco and Tunney, 

2010). This is largely down to spatial, advertising and trade controls and regulatory barriers (e.g. 

Frew and McGillivray, 2008) that effectively lock out local stakeholders from profit generation and 

partnership building often seen as vital for producing positive, longer-term sustainable outcomes. 

For the remainder of this paper, we focus on the Rio 2016 context to explore the extent to which 

‘urban civic spaces are brought under a territorializing gaze, secured and rendered open to 

commodification, facilitated by national and local government agencies’ (McGillivray and Frew, 

2015: 2661), which interests are prioritised (and deprioritised) and with what effects.  

 

 

Methodology 

In addressing the two principal research questions we initially analysed secondary data 

sources to ensure familiarity with the pre-Games context territory. Secondary sources consulted 

included: strategic and policy documentation (e.g. candidature file, official bid, and policy 
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documentation). Primary data was then gathered through observational and interview research 

methods across two separate data collection phases. 

 

Phase 1: Observational method: Embodied walking   

The research was intentionally observational in nature due to the importance of the 

researchers identifying, first-hand, the changing spatial landscape of Rio from the build-up to the 

Olympic Games (31st July – 4th August 2016), through to the Opening Ceremony (5th August 2016) 

and into event delivery mode (6th – 9th August). We used the period from 31st July – 4th August 

to familiarise ourselves with the case study context, observing spatial transformations, visitor flows 

and circulations in the build-up to the Games. We chose this time period as event zones are not 

enforced until Games time, therefore, these new-temporary bounded spaces are not available for 

empirical analysis prior and after these specific time frames. During this period the city is subject 

to its most visible, material, complex and challenging spatial effects alongside the intensity of 

temporary Olympic regulations - aligning closely with our research questions.  We acknowledge 

the limited temporality of the research but argue that our observations were intended to provide 

an in-depth insight into the short-term, intense territorialisation and private appropriation of urban 

public space which is worth understanding in itself.  

Observational methods help unpack ‘the systematic description of events, behaviours, and 

artefacts in the social setting chosen for study’ (Marshall and Rossman, 1989: 79). We utilised a 

walking methodology to explore the sites under investigation (Edensor, 1998; Ingold and Vergunst, 

2008). The practice of walking as a research method can enable observation, experience and sense-

making of urban phenomena, because it ‘induces a mobile, grounded perspective and foregrounds 

corporeal, sensual and affective matters’, enabling the researcher to ‘observe issues unfolding at 

street level, if only for a short time’ (Bates and Rhys-Taylor 2017: 4). Walking methodologies allow 

real-time analysis to take place between the researcher and the context under investigation 

(Duignan and McGillivray, 2019), exposing them to the multi-dimensional sensory experiences and 

stimulants of the surrounding environment (Adams and Guy, 2007). The walking methodology 

also afforded us the opportunity to experience the same circulations and flows as residents and 
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visitors to the Rio Olympic city, mimicking their journeys and gaze across a selected range of 

Games venues, event zones and transport networks – and helped facilitate encounters with local 

host community residential districts, as walking facilitates a more authentic approach to 

observational analysis (Kusenbach, 2003).  

The principal event sites and venues examined across the 10-day observational period were 

the Olympic Stadium, Maracanã Stadium, Barra’s ‘Rio Centro’ exhibition centre, Copacabana’s 

temporary Beach Volleyball stadium and the Live Site at Porto Maravilha, hosting live screens, 

retail and hospitality units. The Last Mile, official event venue spaces and host communities 

immediately surrounding these inner-city areas were also included within the observation itinerary. 

Rio’s Olympic Park was not included as it was situated in a newly developed urban zone in Barra 

and offered little empirical insight into the phenomena under investigation.  

We recorded our journeys through Rio’s Olympic district, Live Site and Last Mile areas 

using a range of visual, audio and text-based techniques. First, we captured the Games event and 

venue spaces, including the Last Mile, using photography, audio description and video ethnography 

techniques (Pink et al, 2015). In total, over two thousand photographs and a further four hundred 

videos were generated over the course of the ten-day stay in Rio. Framing our observational 

approach, we focused our gaze on: i) temporary event zoning or security measures (including 

signage, barriers, and personnel) impacting on resident and visitor movement through the city and 

touristic event spaces, and ii) the visible effects, opportunities and challenges for micro and small 

businesses, including the presence and/or balance between the local micro and smaller business 

offering, in contrast to official, global business corporations.  

Phase 2: Interview method, approach and analysis 
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Following the collation of observational material we transcribed, coded and analysed the initial data 

set using NVIVO10 to interrogate the textual, audio and visual data collected. Attride-Stirling’s 

(2001) Thematic Networks Analysis (TNA) technique was utilised to examine and understand 

themes emerging from the data. Three broad themes were examined further in Phase 2 of the data 

collection: i) event planning and spatial organisation, ii) tourism and mega sport event visitor 

economies, and iii) local micro and small business impacts. An interview script was developed to 

access the views of representatives from key Brazilian and Rio-specific tourism organisations with 

a stake in Games planning. 17 interviews were conducted across four categories of stakeholders: i) 

government policy, ii) non-government policy, iii) industry, and iv) academic (see Table 1). After 

full ethical approved was granted, a ‘snowball’ sampling approach, a common feature of case 

studies looking at the organisational impacts of mega-events (Cade et al, 2019), was employed and 

intervieweees were either senior or middle managers managers in positions of responsibility, 

qualified to represent the organisation.  

 

Data analysis followed a naturalistic inquiry approach (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). As noted above, 

Phase 2 sought to build on dominant themes generated by Phase 1 by corroborating observational 

data with the views of key stakeholders. Locally informed perspectives offered a deeper 

interrogation of our initial themes – a nuanced picture and examples of similar events occurring in 

related but different spaces and time intervals where we were not present. On a practical level, 

triangulating data sets and perspectives sought to enhance research reliability, internal validity and 

external validity by evidencing that our observations were not just one off instances but part of a 

set of related instances occurring across the live staging period. In addition to supporting some of 

our own personal insights, this also helped to mitiage against some individual researcher bias 

inherent in such observational research. We synthesised qualitative data sets across Phase 1 and 2 

in NVIVO, supplemented by secondary data sources to produce specific themes reflected by the 

subheadings and focus of our Findings below.  

 

[Insert Table 1. List of interviewees]. 
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Findings  

Territorialisation, temporary exceptions and capital accumulation 

Pre-Games, and in the early stages of delivery, we found ample evidence of Olympic-

enabled territorialisation and the implementation of temporary exceptions in Rio Olympic city, 

primarily for the benefit of external private sector actors. Driving to and from Rio’s Galeao 

International airport we experienced a pervasive Olympic brandscape (also see Pavoni, 2015). 

There was evidence of the urban environment, including buildings and beaches, acting as a canvas 

for market exploitation, branded in Rio 2016 colours and sponsor logos. The colourful official 

logos and symbols of Rio 2016, including affiliated sponsors and supporters, offered a territorial 

quality stamp marking the Olympic city (see Figures 2 and 3, below). The Olympic Programme 

(TOP) official sponsors (e.g. Coca Cola) sat harmoniously alongside other Brazil-specific sponsors 

(e.g. Nike). During Rio there were several different categories of brand affiliation across the 

Olympic Boulevard at Porto Maravilha (illustrated by the footer of Figure 4) - representing an even 

deeper penetration of – and leveraging strategy by - international brands. 

 

 

Figure 2 (left). Nike animated and retail space at Olympic Boulevard.  

Figure 3 (right). Coca Cola statue at Copacabana official sponsor site. (Authors’ images.) 

 



16 
 

The legal inscription of the IOC’s HCC into Brazil’s national legislative context enabled 

the territorialisation of city spaces prioritised for Games-time activities removing (temporarily) the 

day-to-day legal structures that usually serve and protect the democratic rights of Rio’s populace 

(Broudehoux and Sanchez, 2015). The HCC created areas of exclusivity, or archipelagos of 

extraterritoriality, which were observed at the official venues and surrounding areas – in line with 

other MSEs. However, the extension of Olympic ‘venues’ to include Live Sites and other 

experiential entertainment spheres is a more subtle means of territorialising the city as noted above.  

Official sponsors are offered opportunities to ‘activate’ their brand offers within these 

spaces, extending their reach, while at the same time squeezing out the micro-entrepreneurs that 

historically benefit from Rio’s informal economy (Braaten et al, 2016). Our interviewees reinforced 

the notion that the city was prepared for sponsor exploitation, with limited ‘official’ opportunities 

for local traders: 

 

No doubt the sponsors had more lucrative results than the small and small businesses…I 

do not believe there was balance between local, small business interests, and global, 

corporate interests” (#2). 

 

I believe that there was no such support or intention to involve micro and small companies 

in Games(…) in the Olympic Park of Barra and Deodoro, in Maracanã and Engenhão, I 

do not believe that there was any benefit for micro and small enterprises (…) (#4) 

 

Of course, the legal exceptions which protect partners of the global franchise that the IOC 

governs must be passed by host cities at the candidacy stage, preparing the ground for the 

commercial territorialisation we observed in Rio. Law No 12, 035 was passed in 2009 which made 

provisions for changes to the rules on advertising space at airports and the use of federal buildings, 

for example, during Games time (Broudehoux and Sanchez, 2015). Civic spaces and building are 

rendered open to official advertising, while unauthorised use of Games symbols for commercial 

or non-commercial purposes are prohibited. Relatedly, the Olympic Act was amended in 2016 to 
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include the prohibition of ambush marketing by association, or by intrusion. Crucially, the federal 

authorities are responsible for policing infrimgements or violations and ensuring the areas of 

exclusivity around official venues are protected.  

In practice, we observed areas around Capacabana Beach (an official venue) emblasoned 

with official advertising. Figure 2 and 3 above, alongiside 4, 5 and 6  illustrate the 

hypercommodification processes underway across the city. ‘Street furniture’, like regular urban 

signs and billboards scattered across the city became a canvas for commercial exploitation. Beyond 

the physical realm to the world of social media, Global Positioning System (GPS) targeted visitors 

with digital ad campaigns from the likes of TOP sponsors Skol and Brandesco. Both physical and 

digital worlds temporarily hijacked by global brands directly and indirectly link with the event.  

Figure 4 (left). One of 10s of signage scattered around the Olympic Boulevard to direct gaze toward 

different commercial sites of consumption.  

Figure 5 (centre). Skol balloon, illustrating the creative lengths official sponsors and supporters 

went to animate and amplify their global brands. 

Figure 6 (right). Skol advert promoted on Twitter during the Games (Authors images). 

Silk and Amis (2006) argue that the ‘spectacularisation’ of urban-touristic spaces, where 

city environs become cordoned off and official sites of consumption, creates an unequal 

developmental effect through the formation of so-called ‘tourist bubbles’. An interviewee 
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remarked that Olympic partner corporations were offered unparalleled opportunities to profit, 

whilst Rio’s residents faced the threat of a ‘whip at all times… [forcing host] populations even out 

of the events due to the high prices charged for the tickets and the consumption of any food on 

the spot’ (#1). As we note earlier, strategically planned and tactically executed social control 

deployed to secure exclusive global real-estate for some, whilst locking our local-commercial 

interests that posed a threat to Rio’s neoliberal vision.  

 

Securing space: protecting assets  

While the presence of commercial imperatives in the rationale for hosting a MSE is well 

known and understood, the role of the host city state apparatus in policing and protecting the 

commercial opportunities available to external agents is less frequently outlined. As we journeyed 

through Rio in advance of the Games commencing we saw how selected public spaces had been 

subject to regulatory controls, either through physical barriers or by the presence of security staff 

and volunteer stewards. This was particularly evident in the escalating militarisation tactics invoked 

across official venues, Live Sites and Last Mile spaces in the time-period between the 1st and 4th of 

August, as the Olympic Opening Ceremony drew closer. For example, the Copacabana beach event 

site (see Figures 7 and 8), an official venue for Beach Volleyball was physically transformed into a 

fortress between August 2nd and 6th. As one respondent indicated: 

The increase in the police force was enormous, with the support of the Armed Forces, the 

National Force and the Federal, Military and Civil Police of other states. The result was 

the sense of security in all the tourist and Olympic sites of the city of Rio (#9). 
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Figure 7 (left). Copacabana prior to Games security (1st August 2016). 

Figure 8 (right). Copacabana securitised zone by (4th August 2016). (Authors’ images.). 

By the 9th August, four days after the Opening Ceremony, explicit securitisation was visible 

across all Olympic spatial assets. The Last Mile brand protection areas leading up to official Games 

venues were positioned behind six- to ten-foot steel and iron gates and barricades (Figure 9). 

Approximately a third of the Copacabana beach event site was also closed off (Figure 10). The 

westerly parts housed the official flagship Rio 2016 Mega-Store and the family of corporate 

sponsors. Security imperatives were translated into mechanisms to direct physical visitor 

movement and consumption activity in the form of specially-designed Last Mile paths branded 

with the official regalia of Rio 2016.  

Figure 9 (left). Example barricades at Copacabana. 

Figure 10 (right). Airport style security at Copacabana (Authors’ images.) 

During Games time, visitor movement was further regulated, producing prescribed paths, 

directed flows and circulations, as forecasted by Gaffney (2015). In the archipelagos of 

extraterritoriality like the Barra area or Porto Marviliha, the state-sanctioned commodification of 

urban land was extended with  commercial imperatives taking precedence over long-standing rights 

to trade and move freely (Broudehoux and Sanchez, 2015). Ad-hoc ‘crack downs’ on local traders 

were observed, with interviewees claiming that they: 
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…did not see many informal businesses around the Olympic spots, as there was constant 

presence of National Security which did not allow these kinds of sales’ (#2) 

 

…everything went as planned. The organisation alone left no room for any informal 

commerce’ (#10). 

 

The policing of informal commerce, should be of little surprise given Amar’s (2018) 

identification of the condition of military capitalism and Coaffee’s (2015) argument that Olympic 

cities manifest as ‘hyper-carceral spaces…supported by an array of legislation and regulation 

targeting’ (2015: 199). As we experienced the Rio Olympic city, and its regime of extraordinary 

modes of spatial governance, we saw a distinctly private, corporate environment in which the 

movement of event crowds were controlled, and prioritised. While the presence of exceptional 

legislation and restrictive measures is not new in an Olympic city it is important to understand 

more about the related effects on visitor movement and local consumption when considering the 

potential opportunities and challenges bestowed on host communities, specifically micro and small 

businesses. In Rio, media-generated risk narratives about the threat of criminal behaviour served 

to legitimise the deployment and militarisation of police and national public security forces. As 

Pavoni (2015) notes, such conditions are vital for the capitalist production of space, protected 

through a strategic deployment of the state apparatus.  

In Rio, as with other MSEs, the tripartite relationship between the media, exceptional legal 

measures and visible security played a similar role in restricting movement so that, as one 

interviewee suggested, ‘security was perfect for visitors in general. But, only around the Olympic 

areas’ (#1). We observed guards, police and soldiers gracing the immediate vicinity of event sites, 

some on horseback, others arriving in police cars, SUVs and heavily militarised trucks. Individual 

security personnel were equipped with weaponry and gadgets of war - from batons and pistols to 

AK47s. The ground presence was consolidated by gunships (Figure 11), police helicopters and 

groups of soldiers elevated in 20-foot-high police turrets (Figure 12).  
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Figure 11 (left). Police turret at Porto Maravilha. 

Figure 12 (right). Gunship off Copacabana beach. (Authors’ images.) 

 

The incongruences between the pristine, sublime ecological sites gracing the shorelines 

and urban centres of Rio were epitomised by these physical metallic manifestations of militarised 

escalation. Police motorbikes were observed throwing themselves in front of traffic across the city 

to clear the way for official athlete and political delegations. The official ‘Games makers’ volunteers 

and Rio city-level ‘Prefeitura 361’ (publicly funded urban Last Mile support teams) provided an 

odd juxtaposition with their smiley faces and fuzzy foam hands attempting to soften the harshness 

of overt militarisation effects and the physical manifestation of strong military force. Jennings 

(2010) and Coaffee (2015) have both argued that intense security measures are normalised during 

Games-time, providing comfort to event visitors. A senior manager at the Ministry of Tourism 

emphasised this, claiming that ‘the sense of security given by ostensive street policing gave more 

confidence and tranquillity to visitors as they moved across the city’ (#8). This raises two points: 

first, the prioritisation of a tourist class in need of protection while visiting and spending in the 

Olympic city; and, second, the normalisation of militiarisation effects in and around the Olympic 

city to ensure the free flow of capital.   

Yet, despite observing these concerted efforts by organisers, the state and corporate 

sponsors to determine the Rio topologies, visitor flows and consumption, we also found evidence 

of spatial disorganisation and cracks forming – emphasising Pavoni’s (2015) earlier point that 
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spatial reconfigurations are ‘always fraught with contradictions, frictions and resistance’ (2015: 

477). 

Disorganised capital: Opportunities for creative exploitation 

De Lisio et al (2018), in their paper on sex work and the sport mega event, suggest that: 

…the success of the mega-event is contingent upon the performance of a dynamic cast 

and crew who combine to host a global audience, whether as starlet on the main stage or 

derelict behind the scene…event exceptionalism is not afforded to all, or experienced by 

all in the same way’.[online]. 

Here, the authors suggest that some people profit from MSEs despite not being the 

proposed beneficiaries. As we (temporarily) experienced the Rio 2016 Olympic city we also 

identified (unlikely) ‘cracks’ in the Olympic Games machine that produced benefits for actors in 

the informal economy not normally reported upon in the literature. Our observations in and 

around Rio during the Games delivery period lends weight to Deleuze and Guattari’s (1987) notion 

that spatial arrangements are always partial and temporary – arguing that space is always in 

production, depending on the forces, degree of urgency or necessity that bears upon it. Political, 

economic and social factors can limit the ability of organisers to secure complete control over 

urban space, instead generating a ‘dynamic and turbulent spatiality’ (Pavoni, 2017: 4) that resists 

being (overly) determined. We propose here that the challenging conditions within which Rio 2016 

was hosted created the environment for a less-than-complete territorialisation – evidenced in the 

city before and during the Games. In the lead up to the Olympic Games, Rio was subjected to 

vehement criticism for poor organisation, worries over the readiness of venues and, most 

noticeably, internal political turmoil over cost overruns and their impact on the city’s most 

vulnerable populations. Our observations during Rio 2016 suggest that there was evidence of 

organisational deficiencies that enabled individuals other than official partners to exploit the 

commercial opportunities presented by the Games. For example, along Last Mile routes, and close 

to event venues, we found evidence of micro pop-up entrepreneurs and small businesses engaging 
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in immediate leveraging. Across Last Mile routes, specifically those close to Copacabana, Maracana 

and Porto Maravilha we observed unsanctioned trading activity. Interviewees claimed such activity 

was allowed ‘not within [inside venue] spaces but around them’ (#13), and identified local micro 

and small businesses leveraging, including ‘popcorn sellers, hot dog sellers, and other like people 

who sold food, souvenirs, drinks, T-shirts and some typical gifts from the city’ (#5).  

The less rigorous application of event management, regulation and security protocols 

appeared to provide the conditions for alternative modes of entrepreneurial behaviour to co-exist. 

For example, Last Mile and Live Site spaces were more informally managed than we had expected. 

As the Games progressed into their second week, there was less intensive policing and barricading 

of official event zones than was evident in the pre-Games period. We observed people walking in 

the back gates of the official Barra ‘Rio Centro’ arenas adjacent to the official Olympic Park area 

as there were abandoned security posts. Here, we argue that at key sites, there appeared to be a 

limited presence of Games Maker volunteers deployed across the Last Mile – the potential result 

of a less resourced project. The level of disorganisation and the ‘cracks’ in the construction of the 

project territory (Dansero et al, 2015) were unexpected given the normally stringent policing of 

contractual arrangements around the Olympic host city. It was clear that Rio’s Olympic 

territorialisation was incomplete, partial and spatially contingent. Cracks seem to appear as 

organisers and their local state partners were unable to coordinate and, crucially, resource the 

Games operation effectively – or at least less effectively compared to the rigid operationalisation 

and resource deployment found at the London 2012 Games (McGillivray and Frew, 2015).  

The fragmented and spatially contingent nature of the Olympic city we experienced 

offered some people the opportunity to realize benefits from the spectacle. En-route to a football 

game at the Olympic Stadium on the 6th August we witnessed visitors greeted with ‘spontaneous’ 

samba performances, as opposed to the choreographed spectacle of the ‘official’ cultural 

programme. Though being careful not to overlook the tendency to commoditise cultural assets like 

the ‘Carioca spirit’ we observed examples of local cultural expressions and local products being 

made visible and benefitting the host population through enhancing interaction between the ‘local’ 
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and visitors (e.g. Figure 13). This was reinforced by a key tourism industry member who suggested 

that: 

Around the Boulevard and on the path and very close to Tomorrow Museum there were 

a lot of opportunities for micro entrepreneurs to sell things for the visitor in the streets. 

Another example, a lot of shops in south zone bought many souvenirs and clothes to the 

tourists (…) we could see lots of autonomous workers in the streets selling bottles of 

water, souvenirs, T-shirts and other kinds of gifts (#5). 

 

Though infringing trading laws put in place for the Olympic Games (Osborn and Smith, 

2016) we also observed visitors to the Olympic Stadium sampling a mixture of both ‘official’ and 

‘unofficial’ Olympic products resembling more ‘authentic’ local Carioca fare. Locally produced 

goods, from homemade kebabs to caipirinhas sold out of the backyards of apartment blocks, were 

readily available to purchase. We witnessed a host community animating their streets along the Last 

Mile to and from car parks and train lines, a deviation away from the highly regulated event zones 

identified across London 2012 (Duignan et al, 2019). Indeed, we saw micro entrepreneurs 

showcasing local products and cultural experiences with little to no official Olympic sponsor, and 

corporate animation to be seen.  

 

Figure 13 (right). Residents serving food outside through the bars of their apartment block situated 

approximately 50 metres from the Olympic Stadium. (Authors’ image.)  

 

Due to poor event organisation and the inability to cater for spectator demand, 

opportunities for local businesses and food offerings opened up. Several respondents highlighted 
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local opportunities, stating that in the ‘first days of the Games events were not prepared to receive 

the huge number of people’ (#2), a logistical issue identified by the media in the days following the 

Opening Ceremony (e.g. The Wall Street Journal, 2016). Somewhat serendipitously, a unique 

opportunity opened up for local food vendors. As a result of the inability of venues to supply, ‘they 

[the venues] have incited this type of commerce as an emergency action in order to cope with 

visitors' demands due to the incapacity of the installed system’ according to one respondent (#1). 

As a result, ‘food services from micro and small businesses have had enough demand (…) 

specifically food trucks were very successful (…) as all of them [businesses within host event spaces 

and Last Mile] managed to increase sales’ (#2) – partly as a result of leveraging the Live Site, and 

partly as a result of supplying to venues.  

So, rather than space being fixed and prescribed, under close scrutiny, we observed that 

some stakeholders were able to exploit cracks in the system to create commercial opportunities – 

contesting the effectiveness of Olympic exceptional measures. In effect, we observed uneven, 

localized and diverse engagements with the Olympic city space, seldom seen in other recent MSEs. 

Rather than MSE actors fully controlling urban spaces, in Rio we found evidence of micro and 

small businesses appropriating the global project territory, in pockets and/or in-between the 

cracks. This was particularly evident in more centralised venues like the Maracanã Stadium, the 

Olympic Stadium, and the Olympic Boulevard at Porto Maravilha alongside the well-established 

touristic site of Copacabana beach. Another respondent confirmed this ‘open’ space thesis, arguing 

that the Olympic Boulevard provided ideal conditions for visitor and local business interaction 

because ‘it was not total controlled area, as many small businesses took advantage from the crowd’ 

(#14).  It appears that the absence of consistent and coherent policing of commercial rights by the 

Games organisers and their partners opened up a space for creative entrepreneurial activity that 

was unexpected, yet understandable, given the political and economic environment that Rio 

experienced in the lead up to the Games themselves. Budget pressures impacted on the city’s 

inability to secure the necessary resources to enforce regulatory objectives, spatial controls and 

commercialise the event to the extent that previous Games, like London 2012, executed so well. 
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Spatial imperfection ironically allowed access to leveraging opportunities to host community 

promised but seldom delivered (Pappalepore and Duignan, 2016). 

 

Conclusion  

Guided by our two overarching research questions, we sought to explore how the Rio 

2016 venues and ancillary event zones were planned, organised and secured, and with what material 

effects. Second, we set out to investigate how the spatial organisation of Rio’s 2016 Olympic City 

impacted on visitor experience and opportunities for small traders, before and during the Games.  

Addressing the first research question, we have demonstrated that by passing exceptional 

legislation pre-Games - and policing it during the event itself - targeted urban public spaces become 

territorialised. In legislating and planning for the Olympics Rio’s state and no-state actor transform 

public commodities into private goods – (re)engineered as temporary sites of exceptionality aligned 

with the sporting, cultural and commercial demands of the MSE franchise. An assemblage of 

human and non-human actors enacted securitisation and militarisation measures, enabling the 

demarcation and transformation of urban spaces into marketable commodities. The new touristic 

spaces formed presented external, corporate Olympic partners with an opportunity for intense 

commercial (neoliberal) exploitation.  We found that areas of exclusivity were created and secured 

by the state to facilitate access to captive visitor markets.  

However, in exploring the second research question we have presented evidence of the 

always-incomplete and partial nature of spatial fixation. During Rio 2016, zones surrounding 

official venues, the Last Mile and Live Sites were found to be disorganised, reimagined by micro 

entrepreneurs, revealing cracks in the project’s masterplan for extracting value for the official 

Olympic family. As a result, we found visitor flows and circulations were less (successfully) 

controlled, with exceptional legislations less consistently applied and policed by Games organisers 

than in previous iterations of these mega spectacles. Limited enforcement of event regulation and 

security was evident outside formal Olympic event venues and across Last Mile spaces. We found 

evidence of localised and diverse impacts, with micro entrepreneurs exploiting gaps in the security 

apparatus to lever the games for their own informal economies. Exploiting the spaces in-between 
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enabled those often on the margins to benefit from the deregulated environment they experienced 

in Rio. This, to a degree, provided an antidote to the exclusive commercial enclaves often found 

at other MSEs frequently responsible for invisibilising and excluding local interests.  

However, though we identified Rio as a contestable terrain, it is important to note that 

these local gains remain marginal and largely symbolic compared with the generalised trend toward 

the creation of exclusive corporate territorial enclaves within the Olympic city. Systemic, physical-

structural barriers continue to exist in the governance, planning and delivery of MSEs and these 

can prevent more equitable redistribution of event-related benefits to those who need and/or have 

been promised them. Finally, building on this study, as we only consider immediate pre-event and 

live staging situational contexts we suggest there is a need for more extended periods of 

ethnographic enquiry to examine spatial transformations (in the build up to) - and legacies (in the 

longer-term) of MSE cities. 
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