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There has been much debate about the incorporation of resilience into critical 
infrastructures. Whether a piece of infrastructure is critical tends to be a matter of 
interpretation, however most definitional attempts share a common focus upon 
highly interdependent supply chains, complex organizational decision structures, 
communication networks and transport linkages that enable mass social and 
economic activities. These include traditional network technologies such as 
communications, energy, water, transport as well as life-essential supply chains, such 
as food supply or financial transaction and budgeting systems. The significance of 
discussion of resilience in critical infrastructures is not confined to threats from 
international terrorism and pandemics. Resilience is integral to day-to-day design 
and operation of such networks.  
 
In this chapter, we focus on resilience in the context of the organisational planning of 
critical infrastructures for the organisation and operation of mega-projects. These 
mega-projects offer an important and illuminating site for analytical exploration even 
at a preparatory stage. These are large scale, highly expensive and high profile events 
that require an intensive and extensive state of planning and organisation for a given 
time period in one or a small number of specific localities. 
 
This chapter considers a specific mega-project: planning for, and organisation of, the 
Olympic Games. The Olympics in general are both a topical and appropriate case for 
the analysis of resilience, critical infrastructures and mega-projects. The planning and 
staging of the Games combines the provision of sporting events, ticketing, transport 
and accommodation facilities, financial management and security aspects (with the 
Olympic movement highly sensitive to the threat of international terrorism ever since 
the events of Munich 1972) along with specific decision-making rationalities such as 
optimism bias and risk aversion that are considered below. The Olympics tend to be 
concentrated at the main site in a confined physical area which in terms of resilience 
compares them unfavourably to other events such as football World Cups (although 
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this can also have the effect of reducing other types of infrastructure vulnerabilities). 
At the same time, the Olympics are an example of symbolic politics or entertainment 
spectacle that some argue are a substitute for the social engineering and technocratic 
ambitions of high modernist states and societies (Flyvberg et al. 2003, Scott 1998; 
Moran 2001, 2003). We also explore the specific planning context of the Olympics to 
be held in London in 2012. It presents its analysis from the viewpoint of spring 2009 
– past the mid-point between the award of the Olympics to London in 2005 and the 
planned opening of the Games in 2012. While it is not possible to offer predictions as 
to the actual event, the patterns of the preparatory organisation for the provision of 
critical infrastructures have reached a sufficient degree of institutionalisation that 
allow for the drawing of some conclusions. Indeed, the question of interest here is 
not whether things go to plan in 2012, but what types of organising strategy are being 
put in place to incorporate resilience into staging of the Games.  
 
This chapter is organized in four sections. First, we consider features that make the 
planning of critical infrastructures problematic in the context of mega-projects and 
mega-events. Second, we discuss four rival approaches that have been advocated for 
design and organisation of critical infrastructures, noting that each of these 
approaches is associated with its own specific biases or side effects. We also note 
how these different ‘recipes’ have been utilised in the preparation of past Olympic 
events. We then explore how planning and organization of the London 2012 
Olympics is concerned with critical infrastructures. This is an important question 
given that the British state is claimed to be prone to delivering policy fiascos in such 
circumstances (see Moran 2001; 2003; Dunleavy 1995). Finally, we conclude by 
arguing that blind spots or biases inherent to subscription to a single approach to 
design and organisation of critical infrastructures require a more creative embrace of 
hybrid organisational structures. 
 
Megaprojects, critical infrastructures and resilience 
 
The idea of resilience is widely associated with the work of Aaron Wildavsky and his 
advocacy of ‘trial and error’ in contrast to anticipation, precaution and planning 
(Wildavsky 1988). According to Wildavsky, and building on the insight that 
decision-making is boundedly rational (Simon 1957), it is impossible to plan for all 
circumstances. Attempts at extensive anticipation imply considerable opportunity 
costs, such as in prohibiting experimentation, innovation and openness to new risks. 
Resilience is about the acceptance of the limits of rationality in the face of a complex 
environment and about creating systems that bounce back quickly when ‘the show 
must go on’ after an interruption, especially when operators need to cope with 
challenges that are not forecast in standard operating procedures or instruction 
manuals. Thus, resilience in critical infrastructures requires not a fault-free system, 
but a system where faults can be dealt with quickly (through, for example, human 
improvisation), where substitutes become quickly available and decentralisation 
allows for the effects of faults to remain localised and non-threatening to the wider 
running of the system.  
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The debate between resilience and what Wildavsky called ‘trial without error’ is 
particularly pertinent for the area of critical infrastructures. Banking systems need to 
anticipate faults and errors (for example, by introducing extra-controls), as well as 
attacks (such as anti-virus firewalls). They also need to quickly detect faults, restore 
operations and compensate for errors in order to maintain confidence. Similarly, in 
electricity the threat of blackouts requires anticipation in terms of generation, 
transmission and distribution network capacity in order to be resilient in the face of 
locational downtime (for example, through natural causes, such as a storm) or long-
term trends. This is regardless of whether these are caused by natural (climate 
change), technical (system degradation) or human sources (demographic changes). A 
failure to bounce back in electricity provision for a prolonged period of time is not 
only inconvenient for domestic households (e.g. refrigeration) but also poses severe 
strain on emergency generators in hospitals and disables petrol pumps, leading to a 
collapse of transport networks. It is feared that such a scenario, in combination with 
the collapse of electronic payment systems, would trigger widespread looting and 
rioting. In transport the interruption of one mode of transport requires other modes 
to take the strain or availability of other nodes in order to avoid bottlenecks, while 
communications networks, locally and globally, require spare capacity for re-routing 
to maintain data flows.  
 
Mega-projects offer an instance where Wildavsky’s advocacy of resilience over 
anticipation is likely to face particular problems, for numerous reasons. First of all, 
mega-projects enjoy heightened political and public salience during their initiation, 
planning and construction stages. Bidding and tendering processes encourage short-
cuts and optimism-bias among those bidders anxious to secure success. Problems of 
prospective evaluation are accentuated by the ‘one shot’ or ‘once in a lifetime’ nature 
of many mega-projects such as the Olympics. This optimism bias remains a problem 
throughout the planning stages and becomes a ‘sticky technology’ in the sense that 
controversial or contradictory evidence is likely to be resisted, if not rejected. The 
rejection of unhelpful sources of evidence is even more likely the more under attack 
those planning and running the mega-project are (Boin et al 2005). Similarly, given 
the high public attention attached to mega-projects, optimism-bias also goes hand in 
hand with loss aversion. The latter is triggered by the psychological impact of ‘sunk 
costs’ and reputational effects, thereby further reducing the feasibility that strategies 
will be adjusted.1  
 
Public attention in the form of so-called issue-attention cycles (Downs 1972) is likely 
to prompt further effects that fly in the face of accounts that stress the importance of 
resilience over anticipation. Most of all, the highly symbolic nature of mega-projects 

                                                           
1 Arguably, the opening of London Heathrow’s Terminal 5 in March 2008 represents a good example 
of these mechanisms at work. Trapped in the rhetoric that the new terminal would provide for a new 
era of airport experience, a belief in a technological fix (the baggage handling system), the discounting 
of the human element in facilitating the sorting of baggage, and the perceived unwillingness of the 
organisational leadership of British Airways to listen to warnings all added to the initial two weeks of 
flight cancellations and misplaced luggage mountains as well as the reputational damage affecting 
both the airport provider BAA and the terminal’s sole occupant, British Airways (see Financial Times, 
5 April 2008). 
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makes them vulnerable to attempts at agenda-setting by diverse interests that seek to 
draw attention to their particular issue. Security forces stress risks to security and 
threats of terrorism, environmentalists highlight the disastrous environmental impact 
of the mega-project, engineers warn of bottlenecks and blackouts, former Cabinet 
ministers warn of cyber-attacks, while other economic interests unavoidably provide 
doom and gloom stories about delays, strike-threats, unsafe buildings or incomplete 
facilities, all of which supposedly threatening the running of the event, or at least to 
lead to negative reputational effects. Hence, mega-projects inevitably lead to hyper-
politicisation (Moran 2001). Hyper-politicisation encourages attempts to deal with 
the latest threat in an exhaustive and seemingly opinion-responsive way. Such mega-
projects thereby resemble processes of risk regulation with periods of high concern, 
uncertainty about technologies of control, tunnel-vision among those in charge to 
deal with the ‘last 10 per cent’ and over-eager politicians are said to said to lead to 
inconsistent, if not irrational policies (Breyer 1993). 
 
The third feature associated with critical infrastructures is the co-ordination task 
involved in such projects. While co-ordination problems are inherent in any form of 
social enterprise and the co-ordination of public and private actors has been part and 
parcel of mega-projects such as the Olympics throughout time, critical infrastructures 
in the age of the regulatory state represent a particular problem. First, while in the 
age of the positive state these infrastructures were mostly publicly owned (at either 
the national or local/regional level) the regulatory state is associated with planning, 
building and operating of critical infrastructures by the private sector or through 
complex private-public relationships (Majone 1997). Second, the regulatory state also 
goes hand in hand with organisational fragmentation, thereby advancing further the 
number of parties involved in co-ordination. Third, critical infrastructures are often 
governed by regulatory regimes that typically involve supposedly quasi-autonomous 
economic regulators which, by statute, are likely to be disinterested in the symbolic 
nature of mega-events. These three dimensions of the regulatory state suggest that the 
inherent co-ordination task of mega-projects has become more complex within policy 
domains. Extensive formalisation and contractualisation of relationships reduces the 
possibilities of being able to rely on informal compensation mechanisms; instead, the 
likely outcome is a blame-game between liability-avoiding organisations. Thus, the 
fragmentation across organisational units and the formalisation of these relationships 
means that introducing the recipes advanced by the high reliability school of thought 
are likely to face severe problems as the relational distances among workers within a 
domain increases, thereby taking away the slack of professional understandings 
which encourage improvisation and compensate for organisational and technological 
fragmentation (de la Porte 1996, Schulman and Roe 2007).  
 
Finally, critical infrastructures in the context of mega-projects also carry features that 
make ‘normal accidents’ likely to be highly problematic (Perrow 1984/1999). In the 
context of the day-to-day functioning of a public transport system resilience exists if a 
breakdown of one train does not lead to a complete shutdown of the whole network 
and allows for the successful (if somewhat delayed) transport of passengers to their 
desired destinations. Similarly, peaks in one particular area of water or electricity 
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networks are likely to be compensated by reserve capacities, but a sustained reliance 
on reserve capacities is likely to be disappointed at least at some point. In the context 
of mega-projects and events such considerations become highly problematic, adding 
to the highly complex nature of critical infrastructure operations as interaction effects 
occur due to the high concentration of a population, high media attention and the 
technical complexity involved in delivering a mega-project. Therefore, if one accepts 
the analysis by Charles Perrow (1984/1999), mega-events are highly problematic in 
terms of controlling for normal accidents. Tight coupling and non-linearity require an 
organisational solution that relies on decentralisation and centralisation at the same 
time. Furthermore, given the short-term nature of a mega-event, there is limited 
scope for learning, while technological fixes are likely to further enhance interactive 
complexity. Mega-events present a tragic choice for planning and running of critical 
infrastructures and for seeking to provide for sufficient capacity to bounce back even 
when ignoring the additional feature of mega-events, namely their focusing event 
nature. 
 
The challenges arising from critical infrastructures are highly problematic even on a 
day-to-day basis. The context of mega-events makes them a venue in which the 
politics of resilience appear particularly contested and controversial. Decision-
makers, whether from the politico-administrative or private sector, are faced with a 
Hobson’s choice. On the one hand the threat of being overly anticipatory thereby 
reducing the risk of costly error, but increasing the likelihood of inviting the chorus of 
critics that point to white elephants and unnecessary expenditures. At the same time, 
putting too much faith into the inherent resilience of large social-technical systems 
increases the risk of being extremely rudely surprised. And during a mega-event such 
as the Olympics there is little time to bounce back, operationally or reputationally.2  
 
Organising critical infrastructures  
 
The problems of planning and operating critical infrastructures in the context of 
mega-projects are therefore particularly prominent, even when ignoring the more 
acute fears of terrorism or other high impact - low probability events. Decision-
making is characterised by bounded rationality and high co-ordination requirements, 
while the requirements for co-ordinating responses, both in terms of facilitating 
decentralisation and centralisation, provide for a tragic choice in that inherent 
tensions remain irresolvable.  
 
Debates regarding co-ordination have pointed to the varied sources that prevent 
systems from ‘working harmoniously together’ (as dictionaries commonly define co-
ordination), whether these relate to problems of fluid participation, blame avoidance, 
free-riding or turf protection. In this section, we briefly illustrate four different 
‘recipes’ (see Spender 1989 on ‘industry recipes’) that have been advocated for 
organising critical infrastructures; looking at how these different recipes address the 

                                                           
2 It is therefore hardly surprising that the ‘rational’ response in the case of mega-projects and critical 
infrastructures is to plan for a bit of extra redundancy despite the inevitable criticism this will provoke 
from spending watchdogs. 
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issue of organisation and not just the functioning of large technical systems. Table 1 
provides a overview of the four recipes. These four approaches are not necessarily 
mutually exclusive or fully exhaustive, but provide four contrasting views as to ‘how 
to organise’ that are based on generic differences and move beyond a dichotomous 
decentralised vs. centralised discussion.  
 

Table 1: Overview of four recipes on how to organise critical infrastructure 

Wisdom of the crowds 
Reliance on decentralised and largely 
uncoordinated decision-making among 
sub-systems 

Central steering 
Reliance on hierarchy and central 
oversight 

Czars 
Reliance on individual policy and 
managerial ‘entrepreneurs’ 

All in one room decision-making 
Reliance on collective decision-making 

 
 
One prominent strategy is for a czar or an envoy to provide organizational 
leadership, trash out last minute compromises, ‘bang heads together’ and ‘lead from 
the front’. This approach has been prominent in British government with its various 
initiatives to join up government across ministerial departments through the 
appointment of high profile individuals, or alternatively to overcome lack of 
jurisdictional authority in any one particular area through the high visibility and 
leadership role of such an individual. The importance of such ‘big beasts’ as fixers 
(Bardach 1977), craftspersons (Bardach 1998), policy entrepreneurs (Kingdon 1995) 
or leaders generating public value (Moore 1995) is a staple of contemporary public 
management texts. Such individuals are granted a certain degree of discretion to 
achieve particular set goals, with their survival in their post at least formally linked to 
the achievement of these set goals. Czars are therefore not just executives tasked with 
delivering projects, but in doing so they also are required to perform considerable 
boundary-spanning activities in terms of bringing together different aspects of the 
complex organisation of critical infrastructures. At the same time, reliance upon 
czars to salvage projects brings problems of its own. For example, there are questions 
as to how many czars are required (for various activities, e.g. infrastructure, security, 
advertising), how these czars interact with each others and what sort of mechanisms 
exist to ensure that different czars do not tread on each other’s toes. Furthermore, 
czars are vulnerable to accusations of following individual pet topics or being prone 
to follow particular public moods.  
 
One does not have to look far to find examples of czars in the context of the planning 
and running of mega-projects and critical infrastructures. One prominent example is 
Mitt Romney (former Governor of Massachusetts and failed candidate for the 
Republican nomination for the US presidential election in 2008) who, in 1999, was 
brought in to rescue the planning efforts towards the 2002 Winter Olympics at Salt 
Lake City following predictions of a $379 million shortfall and a bribery scandal that 
had tarnished the Salt Lake Olympic Committee and forced the resignation of its 
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President/CEO, Frank Joklik. Romney was not only credited with revamping the 
organisation’s leadership, cutting down budgets and stepping up fundraising efforts, 
but also with co-ordinating an additional $300m security budget following the attacks 
of 11 September 2001. Romney was praised for his success in finishing the Games 
with a surplus. And, as would be expected from a czar, Romney also provided a 
personal account of this success story (Romney and Robinson 2007).  
 
In the UK, too, there has been a tradition of czars and other ‘big beasts’ within 
government, including also the running of transport or playing the ‘sweeper up of 
problems’. The latter case was exemplified by David James, a well-known business 
trouble shooter in the UK, who was appointed as chief executive of the New 
Millennium Experience Company in 2000 at a time when the Millennium Dome in 
Greenwich, London was close to financial collapse. Czars, especially in the context 
of the Olympics, have sometimes had a rather short shelf-life, whether it is because of 
a lack of apparent success, changes in political backing, controversy or other types of 
publicity-attracting event. For example, the supremo of the Sydney bid was demoted 
in 1993 while returning home after the successful selection of Sydney as host for the 
2000 Games. 
 
A second recipe relies on collective all in one room decision-making. It is argued that 
no individual is able to cope with the complex dimensions of critical infrastructures. 
More importantly, bringing all parties in one room, whether in terms of high-level 
‘summits’ or low-level ‘idea-showers’, also reduces the likelihood that particular risks 
will be ignored, especially if emphasis is placed on maximising value conflict rather 
than efficient decision-making that easily can lead to group think or the dominance 
of some views over others (given in particular time and reputational pressures). This 
also facilitates processes that normalise deviance with often tragic consequences, as 
Diane Vaughan showed in the cases of the Challenger and Columbia disasters (see 
Vaughan 2005). While some may scoff at the idea of governing through committee 
and criticise the likely non-transparency of such decision-making, also facilitating 
blame dissolution, others argue that all in one room devices enable a comprehensive 
overview and exchange of perspectives. The more open a conversation is regarding 
anticipated problems, the less likely there will be a surprise on the day of the opening 
ceremony.  
 
Again, examples of a reliance on all in one room type organisational structures are 
not hard to come by, although usually emerge in the headlines as a result of 
processes that appear to have gone wrong. The phenomenon of group think (Janis 
1972) was supposedly behind failings of ‘imagination’ within US intelligence services 
diagnosed by the 9/11 Commission (9/11 Commission 2004: 339-48; see also Boin 
et al 2005: 45), while the argument that working through committee leads to 
incoherence and lack of hierarchy was used to criticise the initial content plans 
regarding London’s Millennium Dome.3  
 

                                                           
3 Jennie Page, HC 1999-2000 578-II: Q11. 
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In the Olympics, too, the role of committees in providing oversight and co-ordination 
functions has been long established. For example, for Sydney 2000 the Olympic Co-
ordination Authority (OCA), a statutory authority answerable to the New South 
Wales Minister for the Olympics, was charged with co-ordination of the ‘whole-of-
government’ response within the state of New South Wales. This role encompassed 
critical infrastructures as well as broader objectives related to the environment, 
sustainability and community. In other words, the idea of all in one room has both 
substantial support in order to allow for the airing of diverse opinions and views, and 
in facilitating an overall view of project management; at the same time, one does not 
have to look far to find a ‘horse designed by a committee’.  
 
A third recipe relies on central steering, defined as direct governmental intervention 
and presence in the planning and management of critical infrastructures. The formal 
power of the state is exercised to organise critical infrastructures. Central steering has 
the advantage of establishing a clear locus of legal and political authority, but faces 
considerable problems that have been widely discussed in ‘control over bureaucracy’ 
literatures. Central steering is said to suffer from information asymmetries insofar as 
the centre is too distant from the frontline to realise what is happening and once it 
does receive the (inevitably distorted) signals its response time, given also overload, 
is likely to be slow. Thus, despite the supposed political attractions of government 
taking charge, central steering is often accused of failing to provide for a reflexive 
managerial strategy and its inability to make adjustment in the light of disruptions. 
 
By the mid-2000s, the utilisation of hierarchical muscle through central government 
had returned to the forefront of public policy. In the UK, this involved the rescue of 
failing private sector entities, for example the bailout of the Northern Rock bank in 
2008 which was followed by a far larger quasi-nationalisation of a large proportion of 
the banking sector. In the UK, central steering is not an exclusive device for financial 
services. The Conservative government took the Millennium Central Limited under 
ministerial control in 1997 after private sector delivery possibilities for a national 
millennium exhibition had been “tested to destruction” (HC 1997-1998, 340-I: para. 
7).4 Similarly, the UK railway infrastructure company Railtrack was forced into 
administration and later re-established as a public interest company (one that was 
supposed to strive for profit, but did not pay dividends as it had no shareholders). 
However, central steering mechanisms face considerable constraints in the world of 
the juridified regulatory state that limit the discretion of public agencies to impose 
decisions. And this strategy is risky given the impact on financial liability and wider 
reputation. 
 
The fourth recipe in order to organise critical infrastructures is to draw upon the 
wisdom of crowds; in other words, to decentralise decision-making to differentiated 
sub-systems and multiple actors. This approach is premised upon the idea that, in an 
efficient market, prices fully reflect all available information (Fama 1970). As a 
result, markets such as insurance markets or betting exchanges are claimed to price 

                                                           
4 Inevitably, this organisation, responsible for the ‘Dome’ in Greenwich in south east London was 
retitled the ‘New Millennium Experience Company’ by the incoming Labour government. 
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risks in a more efficient (and therefore more accurate) way than political or 
bureaucratic actors subject to bounded rationality and specific logics of action. The 
popularity of such mechanisms was reflected in the growth of prediction markets, 
also known as event futures and information markets (see Wolfers and Zitzewitz 
2004), and financial products such as futures. There continues to be debate, however, 
over the efficiency of forecasts derived from prediction markets when compared 
against other forecasting devices; such as between the Iowa Election Markets and 
national opinion polls in the United States (see Rhode and Strumpf 2004; Erikson 
and Wlezien 2008). A prominent illustration of the wisdom of the crowds effect is 
provided by Maloney and Mulherin (2003). Their investigation of the stock market 
reaction to the 1986 Challenger disaster suggests that the market was more efficient, 
in terms of both speed and accuracy, in identifying the source of the Space Shuttle’s 
technical failure. In the period following the accident, securities trading in its 
principal contractors determined which of the manufacturers was responsible for the 
faulty component (Maloney and Mulherin also discover that this process of price 
discovery did not involve large trading profits, consistent with efficient market 
theory). In contrast, an expert NASA panel took several months to reach its verdict 
regarding the source of mechanical failure. 
 
The reduction of distortions in decision-making by accepting the inherent bounded 
nature of rationality is seen as one major advantage of the wisdom of the crowds 
approach. Decentralised systems are less likely to be fighting yesterday’s problems 
given their closeness to the street-level. A further advantage of such a strategy is the 
inevitable decentralisation of political attention. The more fragmented responsibility 
is the less scope there will be for blame allocation. This also offers fewer chances for 
capture of the overall decision-making process, in the sense of special interests are 
less able to dominate decision-making across the whole array of issues involved in 
critical infrastructures. Others, in contrast, are more critical of such decentralised 
approaches, pointing to problems of free-lancing sub-optimisation, an idea that 
suggests that when left to deal with local problems, individuals will fail to see the 
wider picture. A not unrelated idea is to decentralise risk to private contractors. 
These ideas, usually defined by the idea of public-private partnerships are said to 
allow for better pricing and risk decisions, however, the extent to which risk is 
actually being transferred is disputed; in the context of the Olympics, the damage of 
an unfinished stadium is unlikely to be compensated by financial penalty payments 
by private industry for late delivery. 
 
Table 2 summarises our discussion. It is not our intention to support one or another 
approach. Instead, our aim is to illustrate the diversity of organisational possibilities: 
both in development of particular organising solutions and in terms of incorporation 
of resilience into organisation of critical infrastructures. Each of these approaches to 
organisation brings with it specific weaknesses, problems and unintended 
consequences. In short, reliance upon any single approach or ‘elegant solution’ 
(Verweiij et al 2006) tends to accentuate problems. To mitigate blind spots, biases 
and side-effects, a possible solution is mixed or hybrid organisational devices (called 
‘clumsy solutions’ by Verweij  et al. 2006). If we accept the prescription of Charles 
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Perrow that tightly coupled non-linear systems require a particular organisational 
structure that combines decentralised decision-making and central oversight, we 
would expect a mixed approach that relied on either the wisdom of the crowds 
and/or deliberative all in one room arrangements on the one hand, and central 
steering and/or czars on the other. 
 
 

Table 2: Strengths and weakness of four recipes on how to organise critical 

infrastructures 
 

WISDOM OF THE CROWDS 
Strengths: Multiple sources of information 
& decentralised decision-making; 
Insurance: let the market determine the 
risk; Provides a mechanism for CBA: 
assigning probabilities (i.e. risk), 
estimating costs 
 
Weaknesses: Reduces informational 
asymmetries, group think, and time lags; 
accentuates multi-organisational sub-
optimisation  

CENTRAL STEERING 
Strengths: Reliance on traditional central 
authority of the state and accountability 
mechanisms; ‘meta-coordination’ 
 
Weaknesses: Value bias, informational bias 
and asymmetries, limits of traditional 
modes of government/governance (i.e. 
legislation, hierarchy) for rapid reaction, 
street-level responses, resilient/reflexive 
capacity   
 

 

CZARS 
Strengths: Forceful individual to bring 
parts together and be the visible manager 
 
Weaknesses: Problems of individualism 
bias, selective attention; specialisation 
creates institutional ‘silos’ or schisms; 
different czars required at different times 
(or stages of project 
design/management), susceptible to 
prevailing political mood 

ALL IN ONE ROOM 
Strengths: Brings together different values 
and risk perceptions; superiority of 
deliberative solutions 
 
Weaknesses: Problems with group think, 
lack of creativity, decision-making rules 
and lack of external accountability 
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Organising critical infrastructure for London 2012 
 
This section turns to the case of organisation of critical infrastructure for the staging 
of the Olympic Games in London in 2012. The preceding discussion established that 
different approaches or recipes to organisation matter and in this respect the case of 
London 2012 provides sufficient material to explore further organisation of critical 
infrastructures and the resilience of potential approaches. At the same time there are 
features or idiosyncrasies that are attached to specific locations, such as London, in 
the staging of an international mega-event such as the Olympics. We first consider 
the political context in which organisation of critical infrastructures is located, before 
turning to geographical features of the London 2012 Olympic Games.  
 
Turning to the political context first, the UK is seen as particularly prone to over-
excited politics, policy fiascos and the symbolic lure of mega-events, especially in the 
age of the regulatory state (see Moran 2001; 2003). The centralised nature of British 
government (especially in England) as well as the tendency of national politicians to 
engage in local politics is widely seen as causing the sort of hyper-politicisation that 
goes hand-in-hand with optimism bias and risk aversion. As a result, the UK political 
system is said to respond in parallel interrelated yet seemingly opposing tendencies to 
such potential crises: by providing, on the one hand, for a highly centralised nature of 
control from the centre – a response widely attacked in the context of the Millennium 
Dome, especially with ongoing revelations regarding financial problems – as well as, 
on the other hand, apparent delegation, often motivated by the desire to construct 
blame magnets or lightning rods (for wider discussions, see Hood 2002, Hood et al. 
n.d.). Such dominance of blame avoidance motivations also goes hand in hand with 
an extensive audit culture that has taken hold since at least the late 1980s (Power 
1997). The system may attempt to ensure the resilience (and professional survival) of 
politicians or bureaucrats under fire for their actions from political adversaries, the 
public or the media. However, it supplies less actual resilience in terms of functional 
requirements or substantive outcomes. 
 
The physical geography of London and its transport infrastructure presented different 
challenges to other Olympic host cities. The Atlanta 1996 Olympics suffered from 
the lack of capacity of its public transport infrastructure. While the reliance upon 
Atlanta’s existing transit system removed the pressure of additional construction 
projects, it overloaded the train network and operational problems with bus services 
(as inexperienced drivers got lost or as buses broke down) caused disquiet amongst 
competitors.  
 
While London claimed to be able to rely upon a public transport infrastructure, it 
was difficult to suggest that this system provided for anything but a low degree of 
resilience. For instance, a feasibility study for the London bid conducted in 1997 
warned of the intersection of security threats and critical infrastructure (then at a time 
of concern over Irish Republican terrorism), where its dependence upon the transport 
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network created “a convenient and easy target that could conceivably wreak havoc 
with the organisation of the Games” (Luckes 1997: 15). First, the public transport 
system already operated well above its originally intended capacity, thus lacking 
spare capacity for the large audiences that are associated with mega-events. Second, 
its age, fragmented design and interdependent organisation meant that London’s 
transport infrastructure was not only costly to modernise, but also susceptible to 
unpredictable interaction effects. Third, despite the presence of facilities in the wider 
London area, the decision to concentrate events at the main Olympic site in the East 
End of London presented problems. It required the transportation of thousands of 
athletes, functionaries, spectators and other support staff from main terminals 
(whether rail or air) to this part of London. The provision of such facilities disrupted 
the existing infrastructure and facilities to enable the extension of transport 
capacities, apart from the difficulties associated with calculating capacity 
requirements not just for the mega-event, but also during normal times (i.e. how 
much transport capacity is required for the post-Olympic regeneration of the Lower 
Lea Valley area in which the Olympics are largely being held).  
 
At the time of writing, the provisions regarding transport relied upon use of the 
Channel Tunnel rail link between central London and Stratford (i.e. the Olympic 
Park) - an arrangement that presented a normal accident waiting to happen, due to 
the potential for bottlenecks at mainline train stations and major airports. With 
respect to electricity supply, the location of the main site required a major re-routing 
of overhead power lines through deep-level tunnels, a project that started early given 
its criticality for the delivery of energy supply throughout the mega-event (NAO 
2007: 7). In addition, staging of the Olympics was dependent upon substantial 
capacity in terms of water provision (and treatment) as well as in terms of security 
provisions; both in the prevention of potential disruptions or attacks and in the 
preparation of contingency plans in the eventuality that critical infrastructures 
became a target and/or were required to cope with the aftermath of an attack. In 
short, critical infrastructures are required to deal with two types of risk, the 
operational risk of failing to cope with visitors and the normal strain of daily London 
life, and the security risk of being at the centre of a terrorist attack.  
 
Olympics Czars 
 
The London bid and planning was awash with a series of ‘czars’ and czar-like figures 
responsible for inter-connecting and fixing its overlapping political and 
administrative jurisdictions as well as complex institutional structures. One czar who 
was particularly important during the later stages of the bid was (Lord) Sebastian 
Coe, who was widely credited with having swung the vote of the IOC membership 
London’s way (together with then Prime Minister, Tony Blair). Another czar 
responsible for delivery of infrastructure construction and project management of the 
London Games was the Chief Executive of the Olympic Delivery Authority, David 
Higgins. With a background in urban regeneration, he was tasked with construction 
and infrastructure development. Higgins’ main role was as a ‘boundary spanner’ in 
bringing together diverse planning interests and to monitor the intersection between 
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existing and new infrastructures. In other words, ‘Higgins is the details man, proud 
of his ability to compress the complexities of the project into language others can 
cope with’ (Guardian, 18 January 2008). On the political side, arguably mixing 
central steering with ‘czar’ responsibilities were the Olympics minister (Tessa Jowell) 
as well as the London Major (in particular during the time of Ken Livingstone’s 
tenure as mayor). In other words, czars operated in a number of different spheres of 
influence, at different stages of development and delivery and with different degrees 
of public attention focused on them. At the same time, the presence of multiple czars 
as well as changing political priorities meant that a number of czars met an early 
demise. For example, Jack Lemley (brought in because of his project management 
expertise in masterminding the Channel Tunnel construction), resigned as Chairman 
of the Olympic Delivery Authority in October 2006, blaming political infighting and 
unwillingness among the political czars (Jowell and Livingstone) to listen to 
anything but ‘good news’ (Mail on Sunday, 2 December 2006). The initial czar of the 
London bid, Barbara Cassani (formerly chief executive of a budget airline), was cast 
aside for Lord Coe during a period in which the London bid was seen to be 
floundering. While initially recruited for her ‘start-up skills’, she was seen as unable 
to deal with the backroom negotiations necessary; ‘…she loathed the IOC’s bar 
culture, one member of the bid indicated, and lacked the bonhomie required to 
charm the curious mixture of politicians, businessmen, minor royalty and potentates 
that make up the IOC membership’ (Guardian, 20 May 2004).  
 
All in one room 
 
Whilst there are numerous Olympic czars taking a leading role in preparations of 
critical infrastructures and operational capabilities for the Olympics, there was also a 
considerable element of ‘rule by committee’ in the organizational structure 
established by the government and the IOC. This enabled organisers to maintain a 
broad and multi-perspective overview of the relative risks and resilience of Olympic 
infrastructure. It also allowed for input from, and delegation to, expert and specialist 
functions of Olympic organizations and agencies. As such, London 2012 involved 
collective decision-making in numerous and diverse stakeholders engaged in design, 
planning and delivery of the London blueprint. Collective decision-making also took 
place in the framework of Olympic regulation and audit to monitor progress, 
resilience, and the eventual outcomes of the Games. Indeed, the organization of 
critical infrastructures for London 2012 involved a complex, and evolving, web of 
organizational jurisdictions and responsibilities that were dominated by committees 
and connecting (or boundary spanning) czars. 
 
The original London proposal for an Olympic bid was drawn up through 
consultations of a Stakeholders Group that consisted of the Government (in 
particular the Department of Culture, Media and Sport), Mayor of London and 
British Olympic Association (BOA). This plan emerged from initial feasibility studies 
produced on behalf of the BOA (see Luckes 1997; 1998; BOA 2000) and set the basic 
framework for Olympic planning. At first the project blueprint of infrastructure and 
operations relied upon information from this narrow group of major stakeholders, 
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but over time expanded to include specialist input from other stakeholders in 
decision-making.  
 
The two major Olympic committee structures were the London Organizing 
Committee for the Olympic Games (LOCOG) itself and the government-led 
Olympic Board. The LOCOG board, chaired by Lord Coe, consisted of seventeen 
members, including the Chief Executive Officer and Chief Financial Officer of 
LOCOG along with representatives of the BOA, athletes, the Government and 
Mayor of London. LOCOG’s headquarters were located in the same building as the 
ODA, in order to enable close links with the agency responsible for venues and 
infrastructure. Another committee device, the Olympic Board encompassed the 
Olympics Minister, Mayor of London and the chairs of the BOA and LOCOG. The 
Board provided “oversight, strategic co-ordination and monitoring of the total 2012 
Games project”5 and was focused upon delivery of commitments in the London bid, 
including design, construction and operation of venue and transport infrastructures 
that are critical to staging the Games.  
 
In contrast to this view of committees providing strategic oversight, the National 
Audit Office warned, in 2007, that the Olympic organisational map meant ‘The 
delivery structures are complex, however, and this does bring the risk of cumbersome 
decision making’ (National Audit Office 2007: 5). Concluding that there were 
competing demands on organising attention, the National Audit Office argued “… a 
key challenge going forward will be for the structures to provide clear and quick 
decision making so the delivery programme is not held up.” (NAO 2007: 12). The 
Olympic Board was assigned a role in progress monitoring and risk management of 
the overall Olympic programme, with its multiple stakeholders and individual 
projects and commitments creating inherent interdependencies for project delivery.    
 
Some Olympic bodies, such as the ODA, were given a specific coordination function 
in response to overlapping operational and geographical jurisdictions. This created 
scope for leadership, as well as political manoeuvring and negotiation by Olympic 
czars within these delegated functions, in the design, delivery and operation of 
critical infrastructures. In addition to these committees charged with the planning of 
critical infrastructures and running of the Olympics themselves, further ‘all in one 
room’ examples existed in the wider oversight of the project management activities. 
For example, the IOC Coordination Commission conducted advisory visits to check 
on progress, as did the parliamentary watchdogs for the government departments 
and agencies involved; all of which provided for deliberative fora in the oversight and 
development of critical infrastructures. In terms of security, the Metropolitan Police 
replicated the strategies of Atlanta 1996, Sydney 2000 and Athens 2004 by creating a 
central control point to assimilate information and risk assessments. In Athens, the 
Olympic Intelligence Centre (OIC) was tasked with collection, registration, synthesis, 
analysis and assessment of intelligence of Olympic interest through co-operation and 
information-sharing arrangements with over a hundred countries and international 
organisations) and was responsible for production of the risk/threat assessments. As 
                                                           
5 http://www.culture.gov.uk/what_we_do/2012_olympic_games/organisation.htm 
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such the Athens OIC mixed a ‘wisdom of the crowds’ element with an ‘all in one 
room’ organisational device.  
 
Central steering 
 
There was also a strong hierarchical element to organization of critical infrastructure 
for London 2012. In the contract signed with the IOC, the government acted as the 
‘backer of last resort’, so that any financial shortfall or failings of infrastructure are 
the responsibility of national government, not LOCOG or the Mayor of London. 
The Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) was the lead Government 
Department for the delivery of London 2012. It is also responsible for the London 
Olympic Games and Paralympic Games Act 2006 which established a hierarchical 
and state-dominated framework of critical infrastructures through its statutory 
provisions and creation of specific legal and institutional capabilities. The Act 
created the Olympic Delivery Authority (ODA) to coordinate the development of 
new Olympic venues and facilities for the Games and the Olympic Park 
infrastructure that linked the park to the rest of the Lower Lea Valley.  
 
The Minister for the Olympics and Paralympics was responsible for co-ordinating the 
Government’s overall Olympic plan. The Minister co-chaired the Olympic Board 
(with the Mayor of London) and exercised a range of statutory functions with respect 
to LOCOG, the ODA and the Olympic Lottery Distributor (OLD). Other bodies, 
such as the Government Olympic Executive (GOE) within the Department for 
Culture, Media and Sport, reported to the Minister in respect to their functions.  
 
Across contemporary examples of Olympic governance it is common for hierarchical 
decision-making structures to be imposed upon organizers following more collective 
and collaborative arrangement for compiling the initial bid to host the Games. For 
example, the New South Wales Government in effect bought off the Australian 
Olympic Committee, paying A$90 million (approx £45 million) for its marketing 
rights in the middle of planning for the Games.6 The veto rights of the AOC over the 
Olympic budget (provided for in the original Olympic statutes) were described as 
hanging like a “sword of Damocles over everyone’s head” by SOCOG member 
Graham Richardson.7 Political interest and interference in Olympic planning is 
associated with more hierarchical and (obviously) state-based controls; a logical 
consequence in light of its ‘backer of last resort’ status and the national prestige tied 
up with success being associated with staging the Olympic Games.  
 
In addition, some hierarchical control over management of critical infrastructures 
arose from initial project decisions. For London, the bid template itself was pivotal in 
setting in train a path dependent process of policy and planning, where adjustments 
of the London plans were incremental, rather than offering fundamental change of 
the underlying assumptions, provisions and framework. However, the Government 
became increasingly involved in budgeting and design of the London blueprint after 

                                                           
6 http://sunday.ninemsn.com.au/sunday/cover_stories/transcript_822.asp 
7 Ibid. 
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the success of the bid, which had originated in plans by the BOA. Finally, another 
hierarchical instrument for delivering/coordinating critical infrastructure was the 
inclusion of a discretionary contingency in the budget, to mitigate operational risks 
and provide capacity to respond to unexpected surprises, such as straightforward 
budget over-spend or to provide for new capabilities and resilience.   
 
In other words, the central steering ‘muscle’ was prominent in the organisation of 
critical infrastructure planning for the 2012 Olympics. While these devices operated 
largely in the shadow of the more visible czars and various committees, they 
performed an essential and critical function. The significance of underlying central 
steering mechanisms within its web of committees was also noted by the National 
Audit Office “[in] the need for a ‘top down’ view of key strategic and political risks” 
(2007: 23) in compilation of an ‘issues and risks’ register for the Olympic 
programme.  
 
Wisdom of crowds 
 
In contrast to the other three ways of organising critical infrastructures, there was less 
evidence of a reliance on wisdom of crowds mechanisms. To some extent the 
plethora of different public agencies being affected by different aspects of the 2012 
Olympics planning establishes a diverse and decentralised map of responsibilities. 
These included, but were not limited to, LOCOG, ODA, the London Development 
Agency (LDA), English Partnerships (the government’s regeneration agency), the 
Greater London Authority (GLA), the Department for Culture, Media and Sport 
(DCMS), Government Olympic Executive (GOE) within the DCMS, the 
Metropolitan Police, the IOC Coordination Commission, the Office for Government 
Commerce (OGC) and Transport for London (TfL).  
 
In terms of utilisation of private markets, there was even less evidence of a reliance 
on such a device. Indeed, in the case of the London Olympics it was suggested by the 
National Audit Office that, in 2007, the increasing reliance on public expenditure 
was due to the reduction in forecast revenue from private sector developers. In a 
worsening global financial climate the developer for the Olympic village Lend Lease 
had struggled to raise their £650 million contribution resulting in a £225 million loan 
from the European Investment Bank in 2009. Similar experiences led to a shortfall in 
the Sydney 2000 budget. In addition to host cities’ reliance upon market mechanisms 
the IOC also engages in insurance against particular risks, purchasing cancellation 
insurance for the Athens 2004 Olympics for the first time ever to protect it against 
acts of terrorism or natural disaster (cover of $170 million with the premium reported 
to be $6.8 million). A similar strategy was expected for the London 2012 Olympics.8 
Before this, organizers of Salt Lake City 2002 had taken out cancellation cover with 
Lloyd’s of London (prior to the events of 9/11). Other public-private arrangements 
have been utilised to protect against Olympic risks, such as risk-transfer agreements 
negotiated with venue developers for Vancouver 2010.  

                                                           
8 Graham Buck, “Vaulting Olympic risk”, Risk & Insurance (August, 2004), available at 
http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m0BJK/is_9_15/ai_n6156490. 
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However, relying on private sector provision potentially erodes revenues to be 
accrued from post-Games sale of assets. Olympic organizers also face risks associated 
with revenue shortfalls due to fluctuations in foreign exchange rates. These can be 
managed through devices such as hedging contracts. The failure of Vancouver 2010 
organizers to implement plans for a hedging strategy resulted in a loss of around $150 
million in broadcast and international sponsorship revenues as the strength of the 
Canadian dollar declined (Auditor-General of British Columbia, 2006). Therefore, 
while the wisdom of crowds approach has certainly been relied upon in Olympic 
governance, this is secondary to underlying hierarchical control. As either national or 
local government had to be the ‘backer of last resort’ for the Games there were clear 
disincentives for organizers to assign resources to the management of risk when 
someone else had to pick up the bill.  
 
Looking across the mix of organisational devices that were employed for planning of 
critical infrastructures reveals a clear preference for a mixed approach, relying 
primarily on czars, ‘all in one room’ committees and central steering, with the latter 
operating in particular in the background (at least at the time of writing). Not only 
was there evidence of a ‘mixed approach’, but we also found considerable evidence 
that each one of the organising principles generated their respective blind spots and 
side-effects. With the unfolding global financial crisis in 2008 and 2009, organisers of 
London 2012 adopted an increasing emphasis upon government steering and public 
benefits of the Games.  
 
Conclusion 
 
We have highlighted a number of features of the organisation and resilience of 
critical infrastructures. First, problems that are inherent to planning and operation of 
critical infrastructures are magnified in the context of a mega-project. In view of the 
political and contextual challenges represented by mega-projects, the underlying 
dynamic between anticipatory and resilience-type responses are strongly weighted 
towards the former. Pointing to organisational considerations adds a new dimension 
to increasing interest in the risk management and regulation of critical infrastructures 
and suggests that mega-projects are inherently associated with non-linear and tightly 
coupled organisational arrangements that Charles Perrow regards as ‘impossible’ to 
manage in the face of normal accidents. In other words, mega-projects are not only 
most likely to be associated with excessive anticipation, but also with features that 
make the overall organisation of critical infrastructures tragically non-resilient.  
 
Second, to illuminate and advance the discussion on organisational possibilities in 
the light of ‘impossible jobs’ (Hargrove and Glidewell 1990), we have considered 
four recipes. These recipes induce particular biases in decision-making. On the one 
hand these recipes offer protection against certain type of problems; on the other 
hand, each of the recipes creates certain types of vulnerabilities. Such differentiation 
not only offers additional insights into the dynamics of particular organisational 
arrangements, but also goes beyond more traditional distinctions of organisational 
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styles. It is suggested here that such a distinction between four types of organisation 
offers a move beyond binary distinctions (such as offered by Perrow) and allows for a 
more constructive conversation on trade-offs and potential combinations. As others 
have argued (see Dunsire 1990, Hood 1998, and Verweij et al 2006) hybrid or clumsy 
solutions are said to provide for stability and less likely failures. 
 
Third, the organisational arrangements utilised for planning and operation of critical 
infrastructures for the London 2012 Olympics events reveals a mixture of organising 
approaches. To some extent these arrangements could be argued to represent an 
inelegant, or clumsy, solution to the organisation of critical infrastructures, thereby 
potentially creating balances (and hence, resilience) against particular disadvantages 
of any ‘pure’ or ‘elegant’ solution towards the organisation of the Olympics.  
 
At the same time, there nevertheless is evidence of problems (as would be predicted 
by each one of the four recipes). This suggests that instead of a genuine hybrid that 
seeks to provide for designed counterbalances against particular biases, clumsiness or 
hybridity of the chosen organisational arrangements has more to do with separate, 
unplanned and ad hoc responses. Rather than careful balancing out of various biases 
introduced through particular organisational arrangements, the largely unconnected 
processing of issues across the different organisational jurisdictions means that biases 
are accentuated and aggregated rather than moderated and thereby counterbalanced.  
 
The case of the London 2012 Olympics provides an example of an organisational 
arrangement that is likely to accentuate some problems in decision-making, at the 
same time as mitigating others: not a utopian state of affairs for the construction of 
resilient critical infrastructures. Given the tensions between these different recipes as 
well as changing political, media and societal concerns, preparations for London 
2012 exhibit some anticipationary over-responsiveness in certain areas and neglect in 
others. This, however, is a feature of organisational decision-making and as such 
should not be interpreted as doom-mongering on an Olympic scale.   
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