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THE

FINAL

COUNTDOWN
Five years and billions of pounds
later, the five ring Olympic circus
is on our doorstep. Rarely has an
event been met with such
rejoicing at the start and so much
scepticism as it arrived. The true
accounting will not be made for
years to come, as Katy
Lassetter reports.
The Diamond Jubilee showed Britain at
its best and that the British brand is in
good shape. Businesses used bank
holiday promotions and sales of
merchandise to their advantage and a
boost in turnover of as much as £509m
was expected for retailers over the
lengthy June weekend. Will London
2012 result in similar jubilation for
business or is it actually going to have a
negative impact, ultimately failing to
deliver a return on our collective
investment?
What we do know is that London’s
businesses are spectacularly unprepared
for the seismic shock of enduring what
is effectively an occupying force taking
over our roads, our infrastructure and
in some cases our commerce. Research
by the MWB Business Exchange found
that one third of businesses in the areas
of London to be most affected by the

Games have made no contingency plans
at all for the Olympics, even if they
know they’ll be hit by issues such as
getting staff to work, which could
become a slow-motion nightmare on
the routes across town to Stratford and
the Olympic Park. Only 11% of firms
had made any plans to let staff work
from home, while only 30% had
introduced flexitime plans.
The core problem is that nobody quite
knows what will actually happen to the
rest of London’s economy during the
Games. Will spectators decide they’ve

is unlikely to be filled. There will be
much anger, but then hotels had also
jacked up the price of their nonOlympic inventory considerably, so in
terms of pricing, they have clearly been
wrong-footed. The entertainment
business has certainly made up its mind
– it’s going to be a disaster. After
noticing that advance bookings of West
End shows are already 10% down on
their usual level, at a time when musical
theatre has never been so commercially
popular, Lord Andrew Lloyd Webber
told the BBC, ‘Nobody's going to go to
the theatre at all.’ The owner of seven

‘NOBODY'S GOING TO GO TO
THE THEATRE AT ALL’
already spent enough on their tickets
and basically ignore everything else
London has to offer? Will those who
would normally visit London in the
summertime be put off by reports of
travel mayhem? Evidence from the hotel
business says yes, after LOCOG, the
London Organising Committee, which
had booked 40,000 rooms for officials
and VIPs, returned 8,000 of them,
leaving a nasty hole in reservations that

London theatres even plans to shelve
the performance of three major
musicals during the Olympics (but he
has not as yet revealed which shows
these will be).
Even if visitors wanted to go to the
theatre, would they actually be able to
get there? Waiting times on major tube
lines are expected to rise to 30 minutes
with murmurs of tube strikes adding to
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a sense of doom. Transport for London
has even announced that Canary Wharf
station will only be able to cope with
40% of the area’s usual commuting
workers who have been urged to stay
out of the City altogether by the
Olympic Delivery Authority (ODA).
Many central roads within the city will
be inaccessible too, which could cause
problems for bus tours and other
regular attractions, as well as for
commuters. After national outrage over
the ‘Zil lanes’ on our major
thoroughfares, created for the exclusive
use of Olympics VIPs to zip from their
Park Lane hotels to the Games without
getting caught up in the traffic that
ordinary people will have to endure,
common sense is beginning to take a
hold. Transport for London have
announced that motorists will be
allowed to use the lanes after all when
the VIPs don’t need them; electronic
message boards along the Olympic
lanes will let commuters know when
the lanes are free to use.
Failing to study these plans and
understand their impact is going to
cause major headaches for businesses
making deliveries to and receiving
deliveries from London and the
surrounding areas and supply chains risk
being thrown into chaos. A survey by
BT Business found that out of 600 UK

organisations surveyed, a staggering 93%
were anticipating negative effects
including disruption of the supply chain
and higher costs for services and goods.
Customers may have to wait longer
than expected for deliveries, which
could be detrimental to a supplier’s
brand, unless they go to the extra
expense of using express delivery
services, which simply pushes up prices.

COMMERCIAL FIREWALL
There is a possibility, albeit a faint one,
that everything will run relatively
smoothly because there will be
sufficient self-adjustment by business
and consumers to the extraordinary
strains the Olympics will place on our
lives. But there is no getting around the
discontent businesses of all sizes – even
banks – feel towards the extremely
dirigiste conditions that LOCOG have
had to agree to in order to keep
sponsors happy. Sponsors’ scouts will
be out and about across the city to
ensure that only the right
food/drink/clothing/credit cards are
being associated with the Olympic
brand, and the closer to the Olympic
Park one gets, the more attentive their
scrutiny will be.
Oh, and if you are going to the Games,
stock up on cash before you go.Visa, as

a main sponsor of the Games, have
ordered 27 cash machines that were
going to be available at main Olympics
sites to be ripped out. Instead just eight
Visa ATMs will be in use. Anyone with
MasterCard credit or debit cards will
be unable to withdraw cash at all. Ron
Delnevo , the managing director of Bank
Machine, the world’s largest operator of
ATMs, said this decision makes the
Olympics ‘cash-starved by design,’ and
added, ‘The vast majority of people
attending the Games, from over 200
countries, have no interest in becoming
guinea pigs in product launches by
sponsors,’ he said. ‘They are gathering
to celebrate sporting excellence and
should be allowed to do so, unhindered
by the commercial manoeuvring of
sponsors.’
There is the unshakeable sense that far
from spinning off benefits to all, the
Olympics are a sealed fortress within a
city, where rules other than those of
their own making don’t apply and
where only those who have paid off the
gatekeepers are allowed in. The Games
could have presented opportunities for
many UK businesses to shine, but few
were actually allowed to tender for the
extra business that has been coming to
town during the years of planning.

THE GREAT OLYMPIC STAYAWAY
The BT Business survey also revealed
that increased staff absences were one
of the highest concerns for UK
organisations. Accommodating those
who want to go on holiday in late July,
those who are likely to find exotic
excuses for not showing up for work
and those who genuinely want to work
but will be hit by travel delays, puts a
strain on any business. Again, we are
being forced into a giant experiment
with no clue as to the outcome. Will
giving staff the opportunity for flexible
working, altering working hours or
working from home end up increasing
productivity or simply cause mayhem?
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We know HM government’s feelings on
the matter. Thousands of civil servants
have been granted permission to work
from home or in offices closer to their
homes for seven weeks during the
Olympics and Paralympics. A total of 17
government departments have been
given this option, but not everyone has
the financial power to be able to make
such a sweeping gesture. Actually the
government doesn’t either, given that
their money is our money. Mark Field,
the Conservative MP for the Cities of
London and Westminster, thinks it
sends out the wrong message. ‘Sadly
this flies in the face of the claims that
Britain will be open for business. It’s fine
to do it for the three weeks, but for the
seven weeks from the middle of July to
early September sends the wrong signal.
Whitehall is hard to get hold of at the
best of times, so this is hardly going to
help.’

LEGACY OR HANGOVER
So, will London 2012 bring a lasting
legacy to UK businesses and to the city
and nation as a whole? A survey
conducted by the Federation of Small
Businesses (FSB) found that six out of
ten of their members did not expect to
see a long-term benefit and as few as
7% expect the Olympics to benefit
business in any way. There are also fears
that after the billions the taxpayer has
contributed to state-of-the-art sporting
venues we could be left with white
elephants, just as the Millennium Dome
became before its rebirth as the O2.
Worse, we could end up with rotting
stadia like those built for the Athens
Olympics in 2004. Greek archaeologist,
Ioannis Georganas, bemoaned his
nation’s missed opportunity to create a
positive legacy. ‘During the Olympics,’
he said, ‘Athens was a lively, happy city.
Everybody was smiling all the time.
There was something different in the
atmosphere but unfortunately after it all
finished people went back to their
routines and that was it. We never built

‘THEY…SHOULD BE ALLOWED
TO…CELEBRATE SPORTING
EXCELLENCE, UNHINDERED BY
THE COMMERCIAL
MANOEUVRING OF SPONSORS.’
on that momentum to do more. We
missed the opportunity.’
Ensuring that doesn’t happen to London
will be the job of the London Legacy
Development Corporation, set up by
the Mayor to manage the development
of the Olympic Park once the Games
leave town. The momentum the Games
have given to the regeneration of the
Stratford area will have to be
maintained if the example of Athens,
albeit an extreme one, is not to be
followed. Boris Johnson has vowed
there will be no financial hangover
and that jobs and housing will
flourish in the aftermath. Critical to
that will be the further
construction work that has to be
done on the main stadium, to make
it viable as a potential home for
West Ham FC, and on the
Broadcast Centre, which must be
adapted in order to make it
appealing to commercial media
firms.
Only when the dust settles and the
bills have all been counted will we
be able to count the ultimate cost.
Did the Olympics truly encourage
more young people into sport, or
was that just a vague promise to
make London’s pitch more
appealing to the IOC? Did it ever
really matter anyway, given that the
true driver of the modern
Olympiad appears to be cold, hard
cash? Will the Olympic Park be the
vibrant centre of a revived East
London or a growing
embarrassment? And are Mayor

Johnson and the government right to
say that the apparent £2bn overrun on
the £9bn budget will be clawed back by
the future exploitation of the land and
building potential?
Staging the Olympics was never going
to be easy. One can’t help thinking that
there is an awful lot riding on five short
weeks of summertime sport. BF

