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The 2020 Olympic Games were originally postponed due to the COVID-19
pandemic. The delayed event has now opened, with the opening ceremonies held
on 23 July 2021 and competitions scheduled to take place through 9 August
2021. In this blog we look at the situation in Japan, as compared to NZ, and
discuss lessons for nations considering hosting large events with international
attendees during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Here we consider the many public health implications of the decision to hold the Olympic
and Paralympic Games in the middle of a global pandemic. These impacts include direct
effects on the host country and city, effects on the attending athletes and staff themselves,
and the indirect effects on global health and equity. Lessons from this event are also
discussed. These concerns have also been highlighted in leading medical journals1-3 and by
many commenters, particularly in Japan.4 5

THE COVID-19 pandemic in Japan

In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Japanese Government initially requested that
all elementary schools, junior high schools, high schools, and special needs schools close
from 2 March 2020 onward.6 This measure was adopted by all prefectures, except
Hokkaido.6 The Government then declared a state of emergency on 7 April 2020 for seven
prefectures, including Tokyo, but then extended the state of emergency to all 47
prefectures on 16 April 2020.6 The Japanese Government also requested that citizens



reduce social interactions and refrain from leaving home, if possible.6 Likewise, non-
essential businesses were asked to close, but there was no enforcement and businesses
that remained open were not penalised for their failure to comply.7 While the lockdown
guidelines were voluntary (unlike Aotearoa New Zealand [NZ] and Australia where
mandatory lockdowns have been used for disease control),6 7 there was relatively high
compliance, with the share of people in Tokyo leaving their homes decreasing by as much
as 64% by late April 2020.6

Initially, Japan was relatively successful at controlling virus transmission and maintained
low death rates.7 This was likely due in part to high public compliance with safety measures
including mass masking, physical distancing, and communication.7 For example, the
Japanese Government has urged the public to avoid the “Three Cs“: closed spaces,
crowded places, and close-contact settings.8 The initial state of emergency was lifted on 25
May 2020, after the number of daily new cases in Tokyo decreased from a peak of 209
down to almost zero cases.6

Japan did not completely close its borders when the COVID-19 pandemic began,7 although it
eventually closed its borders to travellers from over 150 countries,9 albeit with exemptions
that included Olympic delegations. Currently, all travellers that enter Japan, including
Japanese nationals and residents, are required to submit proof of a negative COVID-19 test
within 72 hours prior to departure, are subject to a test upon arrival, and must either
quarantine at home or at another designated facility (depending on the country or region
that they have arrived from and the results of subsequent tests) and refrain from using
public transport for 14 days.10 Japan’s quarantine requirements are not as strict as those
used in NZ, which has relied on hotel quarantine for international arrivals during the
pandemic (except for periods of “green zone” travel such as between NZ and Australia),
with 14 days quarantine combined with polymerase chain reaction (PCR) testing and mask
use in shared spaces.

The results of genome sequencing suggest that initially there were at least two distinct
forms of the pandemic virus that causes COVID-19 (SARS-CoV-2) that were introduced into
Japan.11 The “first wave” (January to March 2020) was initially driven by the spread of the
initial wild-type virus, introduced by travellers and returnees from China, while in March
2020 the spread of a different lineage of the virus was detected, which was likely imported
by travellers from Europe, North America, or other countries.11

In late June 2020, the number of cases began rising again, marking the start of the second
wave (see Figure 1), which peaked in early August 2020.12 The increase in cases led to the
launch of the Health Ministry’s coronavirus contact tracing app on 19 June 2020.13 The
development of centralised contact tracing methods progressed slowly in Japan, even
compared to NZ, where contact tracing efforts were not centralised until May 2020.14 The
second wave in Japan was likely precipitated by lingering domestic spread of the virus that
had remained in the population after the first wave.15 New states of emergency were
declared in a number of prefectures, and the Government requested that nightlife districts
close and that restaurants and bars stop serving alcohol at 10:00pm.15

In November 2020, the number of infections rose again and by early 2021, Japan was in the
midst of a third wave of the epidemic.12 States of emergency were again declared, affecting
over half of the country’s population.16 It was reported that efforts to control pandemic
spread were hampered by lack of testing capacity and coordinated data.16 17 For example,
as of 18 July 2021, Japan had only tested 131 people per 1000 population, while NZ had



performed 497 tests per 1000 population.18 A fourth wave, driven in part by the highly
transmissible Alpha variant,19 then began in April 2021.9 Tokyo and Osaka were most
affected by the surge in cases,9 19 and seven other prefectures also declared states of
emergency. The national test positivity rate neared 6% in May 2021 and there were high
levels of hospitalisations and deaths, putting a serious strain on the health system.19

In mid-July 2021, on the eve of the Olympic Games, concerns were raised that a fifth wave
of COVID-19 cases was taking off in Japan (see Table 1), driven by the spread of the Delta
variant along with a marked increase in pedestrian traffic in major downtown areas in and
around Tokyo.20-22

Figure 1: Epidemic curves of weekly notified confirmed and probable cases in
Japan and New Zealand up to 22 July 202123-25

Table 1: Health impact of the COVID-19 pandemic (confirmed and probable cases)
in Japan and New Zealand – data current to 22 July 2021

Country Cumulative
cases

Total
deaths

Population
(million)

Deaths
per 1
million
population

Reported
cases per
1 million
population

Case
fatality
proportion

New Zealand 285623 2623 5.125 5.1 558 1.1%

Japan 858,50323 15,05223 125.624 119.9 6838 1.8%

As of 19 July 2021, almost 72 million vaccine doses had been administered in Japan, with
over 28 million people or 22.5% of the total population fully vaccinated.26 By comparison, as



of 21 July 2021, 1.5 million vaccine doses had been administered in NZ, with over 600,000
people or around 12% of the total population fully vaccinated.27 Japan’s vaccination rollout
began in February 2021 with the approval of the Pfizer/BioNTech vaccine, but has been
criticised for beginning later than in some other high-income nations,7 although it began
around the same time as NZ’s vaccination programme.27 Japan’s vaccine rollout has also
been challenged by low levels of trust; a survey of attitudes towards COVID-19 vaccination
in 15 countries reported that the Japanese public had the lowest levels of trust towards
COVID-19 vaccines.28

Impact of the Olympic and Paralympic Games on attendees during
the COVID-19 pandemic

A major concern for the organisers of mass sporting events is the health and wellbeing of
those attending. For competitors in the Olympics there is a detailed playbook developed by
the International Olympic Committee (IOC). Prior to the Tokyo Olympics, considerable
concerns were expressed that these precautions were inadequate to protect competitors.2

The 2020 Summer Olympic and Paralympic Games were originally scheduled to take place
in Tokyo, Japan from 24 July to 9 August 2020, and from 25 August to 6 September 2020,
respectively.29 These international multisport events were postponed in March 2020 due to
the COVID-19 pandemic, but are currently taking place from 23 July to 8 August 2021, and
from 24 August to 5 September 2021, respectively.29

Infectious disease outbreaks have frequently been reported to be associated with large
events with international attendees and participants, such as religious events or music
festivals, although there is less evidence for a significant association for infectious
respiratory illnesses arising from sporting events (see Table 2).29 30 During the most recent
Olympic Games, the 2018 Winter Olympics in PyeongChang, a prospective observational
study that monitored respiratory tract infection (RTI) cases reported in Team Finland using
nasal swabs identified a number of different viruses among infected athletes and staff
members, including human coronavirus (HCoV) 229E, HCoV NL63, HCoV OC43, influenza B,
human rhinovirus, respiratory syncytial virus type A, and human metapneumovirus.29 31 The
study suggested that viral infections spread readily within the same sport discipline or
team.29 31

Table 2. Examples of infectious respiratory illnesses reported at past Olympic
Games

Olympic Games Condition Reported
cases

2002 Winter Olympics in Salt Lake
City Influenza 3630

2010 Winter Olympics in Vancouver Measles 8232

2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi RTIs 11833

2016 Summer Olympics in Rio de
Janeiro RTIs 22334

2018 Winter Olympics in
PyeongChang RTIs 10735



While large RTI outbreaks at previous Olympic Games were relatively rare, and some
Olympic Games have been successfully held during infectious disease outbreaks (ie, the
2010 Winter Games in Vancouver were held during the H1N1 influenza pandemic and the
2016 Summer Games in Rio de Janeiro were held during a Zika virus infection outbreak),29

the current pandemic virus (SARS-CoV-2) is highly transmissible and has proved difficult to
control under the best of circumstances.

A number of different restrictions have been put in place throughout Japan, as well as at
specific Olympic venues (eg, stadiums, Athletes’ Village) for COVID-19 prevention and
control. Tokyo will remain in an official state of emergency throughout the Olympic Games,
and bars and restaurants will not be allowed to serve alcohol and must close by 11:00pm.9

Olympic organisers have also decided not to allow any spectators (ie, both international
and domestic) to attend events in Tokyo or surrounding areas.7 9 However, venues in some
regions (eg, Miyagi, Shizuoka) will be allowed to host up to 50% of capacity up to 10,000
people.9

There are strict rules in place at Olympic venues for competitors and officials.7 36

Vaccination was not required for participation in the Games, but it has been reported that
around 80% of the athletes and delegation members have been vaccinated.36 37 All
participants arriving from outside of Japan must undergo predeparture testing, submit to
testing on arrival in the airport, and quarantine for three days after arrival.36 International
participants are also prohibited from using public transport for 14 days after arrival.36 All
participants must wear a face mask at all times, except when eating, drinking, training,
competing, or sleeping.36 Physical distancing is also required at all venues.36 Athletes are
being screened daily with temperature taking and saliva testing.7 36 38 Those who return
positive saliva tests then receive nasal PCR tests to confirm infection.38 Athletes and staff
who are considered close contacts of cases are required to isolate in their rooms in the
Olympic village, with all of their meals delivered to the door, and have daily PCR testing.38

Despite these measures, as of 26 July 2021, 148 cases of infection with SARS-CoV-2 had
been reported among athletes, employees of the Olympics organising committee, national
committees, contractors, and members of the media working at the Olympic Games,39 and
breakdowns in infection control protocols (eg, failure to mask or maintain physical
distancing, illicit visits to local bars and nightspots) have been reported.37 40

While many have argued for the cancellation of the Games on public health grounds, others
have argued that economic and social impacts must also be considered. For example, the
postponement of the 2020 Games cost Japan an estimated 4.52 trillion yen (US$41.5
billion) based on operating expenses, facility maintenance, and the loss of tourism.29

Additionally, for some athletes and coaches the postponement of the Olympics led to
automatic retirement and loss of opportunity.41

Indirect effects of the Olympics on global public health

Staging the Olympics during a pandemic has multiple real and potential negative effects on
global public health. One effect is that vaccines that are in short supply have been diverted
into protecting athletes and other Olympic team members ahead of high priority groups
such as health care workers and older and more vulnerable groups. There is limited vaccine
supply in the world – only 14.1% of the world’s population have been fully vaccinated
(27.6% at least 1 dose).42 Selection events and training events leading up to the Olympics
have also diverted resources away from battling the pandemic. The net effect of



vaccinating Olympic teams ahead of higher priority groups will almost certainly have
resulted in avoidable COVID-19 cases, hospitalisations and deaths. These ethical issues
have been highlighted in a number of articles.43 44

Lessons for countries considering hosting large events with
international attendees during a pandemic

The very nature of the Olympic Games requires an enormous amount of international
travel, as well as large gatherings of people. With the spread of highly infectious variants of
COVID-19, the pandemic threat continues to evolve. For example, the Delta variant has a
reproduction number almost twice that of the wild-type of the COVID-19 pandemic virus,45

and recent evidence suggests that vaccines may be less effective against this variant.46

Given the high risk, we recommend that nations and sporting bodies that are considering
hosting large events with international attendees during the COVID-19 pandemic urgently
reconsider:

Cancel or postpone such events. The pandemic continues to worsen in many1.
countries and staging large events will present a risk to public safety, could place
strains on the host nation’s healthcare system, and will likely result in additional
illness (including “long Covid”) and deaths. It may not be safe to hold such events
until there are very high levels of vaccination coverage in the countries involved, and
even then a range of other precautions will still probably be needed.
Take a zero tolerance or elimination approach to COVID-19. One of the only2.
ways to ensure safety at large events with international attendees, would be to
impose strict infection prevention and control measures (eg, closed borders and 14-
day quarantine for all attendees), as in the case of the Australian Open (see Appendix)
or the America’s Cup sailing competition held in NZ.

In summary, Japan is facing a fifth wave of COVID-19 cases, just as the Olympic Games
are under way. Numerous cases of SARS-CoV-2 infection have already been reported
among athletes and staff at the Games along with breakdowns in infection control
measures. There are good public health reasons for large events with international
attendees to be cancelled or postponed during pandemics.

APPENDIX

Other sporting events during the COVID-19 pandemic: The case of the
Australian Open

Other large events with international attendees have been held during the pandemic, but
not without issue. In early February 2021, the Australian Open tennis tournament went
forward in Melbourne despite the COVID-19 pandemic,47 although Australia had a much
lower level of COVID-19 spread at the time of the Australian Open than Japan had at the
start of the Olympic Games. The Australian Open drew around a thousand participants from
over 100 countries,48 and had been organised with strict rules, including players observing
14 days of quarantine, with allowances for daily practice, after arriving on 17 charter flights
in Melbourne.47 48 However, the event was marked by close calls. For example, when some
charter flights were later found to have had positive cases onboard, 72 participants were
confined to their rooms for all 14 days without any opportunities to practice.47 48

Additionally, warm-up matches were cancelled in Melbourne Park, and up to 600 players



and support staff were required to isolate until they had been tested, after a hotel
quarantine worker at the Grand Hyatt Hotel in Melbourne tested positive for COVID-19.49

Stadium admissions for spectators were originally capped at 50% of normal capacity
(30,000 spectators per day), but the tournament was later forced to take place without any
fans following the announcement of a lockdown in Victoria due to a COVID-19 cluster.47

*Author details: All authors are with the Department of Public Health, University of Otago,
Wellington
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