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1. Introduction
International policy makers and politicians have come to think of sports as a tool, or even a solution, to social problems. A brief survey of national and international policy documents shows that policy makers and politicians are increasingly assigning positive meanings to sports (Van Eekeren 2007). 
The concepts most frequently associated with sports are:

· Health: “Sports contribute to the maintenance and improvement of health.” (United Nations 1978)

· Social cohesion / social mobilisation / participation: “Forming social relationships, bringing people together, team spirit, fair play.” (European Union 1999) 

· Education and upbringing: “Developing physical, intellectual and social skills” (European Council 2003) 

· Peace / Tolerance, pluriformity: “Physical education and sport may help to attain the Millenium Development Goals, especially with regard to themes such as (…) gender equality, reintegration of children in post-conflict situations.” (United Nations 2005)

· National pride and identity: “(Professional) sport is a source of national pride and image-building.” (Dutch government 2006)
The belief in sports as a tool is also applied to mega sports events. Politicians and society have been expressing a growing desire to turn such tournaments into more than a sports event, and to make them socially significant as well. A good example of this is the Dutch Olympic Plan (NOC*NSF 2007). The NOC*NSF is currently studying the possibility of organizing the 2028 Olympic Games in the Netherlands. The success of this plan will depend partly on the extent to which the games can address several key social problems, such as the perceived lack of social cohesion and the declining health of the population. 
One crucial question concerning both the possible Olympic Games in the Netherlands and the 2010 World Cup in South Africa, is: How can the enthusiasm surrounding mega sports events, and the opportunities this creates, be channeled into structural social activities with a positive and lasting impact on the socially disadvantaged?
2. From Opportunity to Catalyst
In his paper, Theeboom gives a historical analysis of the Flemish town of Mechelen and shows that mega sports events can be socially relevant in terms of social cohesion, social mobilisation and participation. The Flemish government utilized the Euro 2000 football championship in Belgium and the Netherlands to expand existing initiatives, widen their scope and help them take root.
Theeboom argues that a mega-event like Euro 2000 appeals to the public’s imagination. A great many people wanted to get involved in the European Championship, even those who had previously shown little interest in football. Theeboom believes that this kind of reaction makes it possible to mobilise people and acts as a catalyst for social sports projects. Though difficult to quantify, the social effects of sports events can be measured not only in terms of sports participation, but also in the number of nuisance-related incidents involving youths in disadvantaged areas.
As we can see from Theeboom’s description, quite a few preconditions have to be met in order to turn a sports event into a catalyst, for instance:
· Politicians must take advantage of an event’s momentum. 
· Extra financial means must be available.
· The stakeholders’ goodwill must be secured.
Next, the impetus created by the event must be harnessed for the creation of structural activities. Again, Theeboom sums up several preconditions:
· Activities must be a continuation of existing projects, i.e. there must be a structural basis; 
· the scope must be widened to include other sectors (e.g. other sports, welfare, etc.);
· the design of the programmes must be sound;
· funding and policy measures must be dealt with structurally (laid down in formal policy documents), e.g. employing paid professionals
Research into the impact of the 2005 FIFA Youth World Cup in the Netherlands (Van Eekeren 2006) shows that it is difficult to fulfill these preconditions due to the large number of stakeholders with divergent interests. The crux lies in managing and steering the process. Valuable lessons can be drawn from the Mechelen case. To do so, it is necessary to understand how the Flemish succeeded in fulfilling these preconditions within the complicated framework created by the stakeholders.
Like all case studies, Theeboom’s success story begs the question whether the lessons from this case can be applied to other situations. After all, the political, cultural, historical and organisational context in Flanders differs considerably from the situation in South Africa. Moreover, the problems created and faced by the socially deprived youth of South Africa are very different from those of Flanders. The Mechelen approach might have quite different effects in South Africa. In other words, what is the significance of this case study for South Africa? 
Questions:

· How did the process among stakeholders in Mechelen work? Who were the key stakeholders? What were the crucial moments? What were the key success and failure factors? 
· Which lessons from Flanders can be transferred to other contexts, to South Africa in particular? 

· What benefits could South Africans expect to reap if a similar approach were taken?
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