
When Usain Bolt 
announced his 
retirement after the 

2016 Olympic Games in Rio de 
Janeiro, everybody knew that 
Tokyo would be different – but 
nobody could quite have predicted 
how different. On 24 March 2020, 
IOC President Thomas Bach and 
the Prime Minister of Japan,  
Abe Shinzo, announced that  
the Games would be postponed  
by one year.

Across the world, elite athletes 
– who build four-year training 
programmes designed to peak at 
Olympic Games – were literally 
stopped in their tracks. Hundreds 
of thousands of Japanese citizens 
had worked incredibly hard to have 
infrastructure, technology and 
logistics in place – and that would 
all be placed on hold. But Bach 
ruled that the worldwide COVID-19 
pandemic was having too much 
of an impact of people’s lives, and 

on global athletes’ preparations 
for the Games. Of course, it was 
the correct choice, and what 
happened afterwards completely 
vindicated the decision.

A year on, and the world is 
still not able to put COVID-19 
behind us, but we know a lot 
more about the virus, and the 
world is starting to be vaccinated 
against it. Both Bach and Japan 
are adamant that the Games will 
happen no later than northern 
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hemisphere Summer 2021, 
and athlete preparations are on 
the home straight – with great 
hope that travel restrictions and 
quarantine rules will not hamper 
efforts to arrive in Japan on time. 
Some athletes set to compete in 
2020 will have to miss out – there 
are cases where funding couldn’t 
extend for another year, and for 
some athletes another year was 
too long to wait. Transversely, 
there are some athletes who 
were not ready in 2020 but will 
have their chance thanks to the 
postponement. Regardless, the 
Tokyo Games will offer a chance 
for the world to unite after ➤  

a challenging 18 months –  
and the newly appointed President 
of the Organising Committee, 
Hashimoto Seiko, has labelled the 
Games “an opportunity to change 
the mindset of the entire nation”.

Hashimoto competed at seven 
Olympic Games; four consecutive 
Winter Olympics from 1984 to 
1994 as a speedskater, and 
in three consecutive Summer 
Olympics from 1988 to 1996 as 
a track cyclist. And with her at 
the helm, the true Olympic spirit 
burns strong. She will no-doubt 
be hoping that compatriot Naomi 
Osaka is one of many home-
grown talents who will excel in the 
capital city. World tennis number 
two Osaka won the Australian 
Open for the second time earlier 
this year to add to two US Open 
titles, and crucially, her decision in 
October to represent the country 
of her birth, Japan, rather than 
the US – a country where she has 
dual citizenship – means she will 

be one of the stories of the Games. 
“It is a special feeling to aim for 
the Olympics as a representative of 
Japan,” the 23-year-old said. 

“I think that playing with the 
pride of the country will make me 
feel more emotional.” 

Weightlifter Mikiko Ando and 
Amuro Tsuzuki – who competes 
in the new Olympic sport of 
surfing – are also Japanese medal 
hopefuls. Both female and male 
Japanese football teams, and 
rugby sevens teams are showing 

great promise, and Kiyo Shimizu 
is vying to win the very first 
Karate Olympic gold medal. Sport 
climbing is another sport that will 
make its Olympic debut at Tokyo 
2020, and expectations will once 
again be high for home athletes 
for a sport in which Japan boasts 
many of the male and female top-
10 climbers. Hideki Matsuyama 
took the coveted Masters golf 
green Jacket in April and may 
be eyeing up an Olympic double.
China’s dominance in table tennis 

has come under threat recently 
from Japan, and a major part of 
that threat is 20-year-old Mima 
Ito. Swimmer Kosuke Hagino 
is no stranger to the Olympic 
podium, having won three medals 
(including one gold) Rio 2016, 
with a further bronze at London 
2012. One of the most eagerly 
anticipated events at Tokyo 2020 
is Japanese national pastime, 
judo. This could be  
a goldmine sport for Japan at 
Tokyo 2020, with the Olympic 
hosts scooping eight out of  
a possible 15 gold medals at the 
2018 World Championships. The 
host nations will be hoping to 
surpass its previous joint best of 
16 gold medals at the 1964 Tokyo 
Games and the 2004 Athens 
Games – and its national record 
medal haul of 41 at  
Rio 2016 shows the team is 
heading in the right direction.

There’s some stiff competition 
out there, however, with 12 ➤ 

Waiting Games
The 2020 Olympics became the first summer games to be impacted by global events 
since 1944, when World War II caused the London Games to be cancelled. They are 
scheduled to finally get underway in Tokyo on Friday 23rd July 
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year-old Japanese-born British 
skateboarder Sky Brown leading 
the way in another new sport with 
a plethora of medal favourites from 
GB, USA and Australia. Sprinter 

Dina Asher-Smith, track cyclist 
Laura Kenny, swimmer Duncan 
Scott and boxer Pat McCormick 
lead the way for GB, while US 
sprinter Christian Coleman is 

Above: Usain Bolt wins his 
third and final Olympic 100m 
gold medal in Rio 2016 Left: 
Japanese medal hopeful Kei 
Nishikori lost to gold medal-
winner Andy Murray in the  
men’s singles semi final at Rio, 
but went on to beat Rafael Nadal 
in the bronze medal match

being touted as the man to take 
Bolt’s crown in the 100-metre 
sprint. His compatriot Simone Biles 
continues to dominate gymnastics, 
and Caeleb Dressel has been cast  
as the heir to Michael Phelps,  
both in the US – and on the 
Olympic stage.

A strong symbol that the 
Games will go ahead on time was 
lit on 25th March 2021, when The 
Olympic Torch left Fukushima, with 
around 10,000 runners set to take 
part in the four-month relay, which 
is intended to go through all of 
Japan’s 47 prefectures.

As with every Olympic Games, 
the 11,000-plus-athletes who 
make it Tokyo for the Opening 
Ceremony on 23rd July will all 

have a different story to tell of 
their journey to the Olympic 
Stadium. Travel restrictions will 
have impacted all athletes, and 
their ability to train at the level 
they would have liked to. And as 
such, the Olympic spirit will be 
tested to a greater extent than in 
living memory for most – get set 
for a Games to remember.
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23 July Opening Ceremony

26 July Men’s Triathlon

27 July Women’s Triathlon

29 July Men’s Swimming  
100m Freestyle Final

30 July Women’s Swimming  
100m Freestyle Final

31 July Women’s 100m Final

1 August Men’s 100m Final

6 August Men’s Track   
Cycling Sprint Finals

8 August Women’s Track  
Cycling Sprint Finals

8 August Closing Ceremony

10 KEY EVENTS
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