October 20 International Sports Business Topics
Premier Rugby Partners with QBE in Sponsorship Deal 

The Guinness Premiership signed a sponsorship agreement this week that becomes effective immediately and runs through the end of July 2012. The deal makes QBE, specialist business insurer, the official insurance partner of the Guinness Premiership. QBE’s name and logo will appear on the back of all team shirts in the Guinness Premiership, European competitions and the Anglo Welsh Cup. The Guinness Premiership is the most competitive league in world rugby, attracting the best players and the highest attendances, which have more than doubled since the league began in 1997. As official insurance partner, QBE will enjoy a major rights package providing the platform to significantly increase its brand awareness across the UK.

QBE Insurance Group is one of the world’s leading international insurers, headquartered in Sydney, Australia. It operates out of 45 countries across the globe, doing business in over 100. QBE has been active in the UK since 1904, originally within the marine insurance market in London, but has grown substantially in the last 10 years to offer specialist commercial insurance to companies across the UK. At the end of 2008, the Group’s UK turnover was approximately £3 billion, making it one of the largest insurance firms in the UK. This partnership provides opportunities for business development and increasing brand awareness in the UK.  

European Tour Renders Changes 
Thomas Bjorn handed in his resignation as chairman of the European Tour players committee stating he felt the job had taken its toll on him of late and prefers to focus on his playing career. The Dane maintained his decision had nothing to do with a recent spat with Pádraig Harrington regarding tour rules. Bjorn recommended a different structure where the chief executive runs the meeting and one member acts as chairman each time. Next July’s annual meeting will appoint a new chairman.

The other big item discussed was the proposal to force players to play a certain number of events in Europe. Harrington, not a committee member, is opposed to that and after being invited to speak at the meeting he appeared to have won a relaxation in the demand. Instead there is likely to be a points system which encourages rather than demands players appear more in European events. The details have still to be worked out, but it could mean that players have to reach a minimum points figure during the season to retain membership, but could still do that without committing to certain heavily weighted tournaments. The committee sees the direction going forward but has yet to work out the details.
Wembley Stadium Reclaims Place on World Events Circuit  

Wembley National Stadium Limited submitted its financial results this month for the year to 31 December 2008 showing a significant improvement on 2007. WNSL’s revenue in 2008 was £89.7 million which after costs and expenses of £57 million left profit before interest, tax and depreciation of £32.7 million, an increase of £34.0 million year on year. This was driven by an increase in revenues of £24.2 million, largely from greater Club Wembley seat sales and a decrease in costs of £9.8 million through enhanced operating efficiencies. After depreciation of £26.8 million, WNSL made a profit before interest and tax of £5.9 million, an increase of £27.3 million on the previous year. The loss after taking interest and tax into account was £23.0 million, an improvement of £13.1 million year on year. The increasing profitability is in accordance with WNSL’s long-term business plan to break even within the next five years.

The improvement in operating performance continues, despite the difficult economic climate. Since March 2009 Wembley Stadium has staged 34 events welcoming almost 2.5 million customers through the gates. These events have included all England’s home FIFA World Cup 2010 Qualifiers, The FA Cup Final and concerts such as U2, Take That, Oasis and Coldplay. Since opening, Wembley has welcomed almost 6 million people inside the stadium. During the summer The FA moved offices from Soho Square to the stadium joining other members of The FA Group: WNSL, England 2018 and FA Learning.

This weekend Wembley will host the NFL who is playing their third consecutive International Series game at the stadium between the Tampa Bay Buccaneers and the New England Patriots. The match is a sellout and will be televised around the world.
Rugby World Cup Losses at $39.3 Million and Rising 

The Rugby World Cup sees another upset as tournament organizer, Martin Snedden, revealed the forecast loss had grown $9.3 million from the original $30 million. The new figure is directly related to downgraded expectations of ticket sales and no longer predicated on full attendance at every game. Another factor is the price of tickets. The Government and NZ Rugby Union are counting on ticket sales to offset the loss from hosting the tournament. The Government has agreed to pay two-thirds of the losses and the NZ Rugby Union will pay the rest. Taxpayers will bear the brunt for sluggish ticket sales. The decision to stage games in 13 venues rather than the original 10 also means less use of bigger stadiums that can sell more tickets. This is particularly the case with big matches that had been taken away from Eden Park and given to Wellington or Christchurch. It is expected that 1.5 million tickets will be sold out of a total 1.7 million, presuming New Zealanders account for 1 million. Kiwis are expected to buy most of the tickets to pool games.

Fear about these losses ballooning was a factor behind the TV rights fiasco, as the National ministers who fought against Maori TV believed it could not generate the hype that TVNZ or TV3 could in the buildup to the cup. Tickets go on sale next April and there are concerns that without heavy promotion by a major free-to-air broadcaster New Zealanders may not get behind the tournament as much. If the International Rugby Board agreed to the proposed three-way bid from Maori TV, TVNZ and TV3, New Zealanders would get extensive, perhaps blanket free-to-air access, which would add to the flavor of the tournament. The three networks announced they had made significant progress on the bid and would update the Cabinet early next week before taking any further steps.
Honda’s Early Exit Proves Costly

Honda Motor Co. missed at least $255 million of brand exposure on television by selling the Formula One team that swept the world championship titles this week. The Japanese carmaker sold the team to manager Ross Brawn in March, depriving it of 8.5 hours of international coverage the squad’s cars got in the first 15 of 17 races. That’s more broadcast time than rivals including Ferrari SpA’s team and more than three times what Honda got when it finished ninth last year. Brawn wrapped up the drivers’ and constructors’ titles with one race remaining when its driver Jenson Button came fifth in the Brazilian Grand Prix in Sao Paulo. 

Honda quit the sport to save at least 20 billion yen ($221 million) a year in costs after slashing its earnings forecast and firing assembly workers as the credit crunch hurt sales. Winning its first title since buying the team in 2005 would have been an immense boost for the Honda brand. Instead, Honda’s investment has paid off for Brawn. Button won six of the first seven races this year, while teammate Rubens Barrichello has won two. Much of the team’s white car has been bare of sponsorship branding due to limited time to secure deals with top paying advertisers. 

Honda Chief Executive Officer Takanobu Ito defended predecessor Takeo Fukui’s decision to pull out declaring Honda is using the Formula One money to speed fuel-efficiency research, redeploying 400 engineers to mass-produced cars. Automakers are hastening to meet stricter pollution regulations. The U.S. will force carmakers to produce vehicles that get an average of 35.5 miles per gallon by 2016. The Honda fleet’s average fuel economy ranked second at 29.6 mpg last year, behind Toyota Motor Corp. at 29.7 mpg, according to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. 

Toyota, Honda’s main competitor in Japan, is one of four carmakers including Ferrari that in July signed up to stay in Formula One through 2012. Toyota is fifth in this year’s team championship. Bayerische Motoren Werke AG is withdrawing after this season. 
Growth Continues for A.C. Milan  

A.C. Milan held its traditional presentation and press conference announcing new commercial partners and initiatives for the 2009-10 season at the San Siro stadium. Adriano Galliani, Deputy Chairman and Chief Executive Officer of A.C. Milan and Marco Bogarelli, President of Infront Italy and Member of the Infront Board of Directors, announced a new partnership between A.C. Milan and Infront Sports & Media. Infront will support the club in marketing and implementation of its key sponsorship rights through its subsidiary Infront Italy, starting from the 2010-11 season until the end of the 2015-16 season. An additional four new sponsors were announced: AWS (courier service), Liotondol (local anti-inflammatory drug), Nokia (world’s leading mobile phone supplier) and Caldirola (Wine House). 

Infront succeeds Digital '08 (Publitalia Group), which is leaving the sponsorship market to focus its business on digital terrestrial television advertising sales. The Infront Group is one of the leading international sports marketing agencies and has a strong role both in football and the Italian market. It is the Lega Calcio’s exclusive advisor in the exploitation of the national and international media rights for Serie A and Serie B, Italian Cup and Italian Super Cup, starting from the 2010-11 season, for six seasons.

Despite the current economic downturn, Milan’s sponsorship inventory is sold out in all categories; proof of the commercial value and strategic positioning direction of the A.C. Milan brand. It is known throughout the world. A.C. Milan is the most popular club in Europe and South America, as well as the first international club to be widely promoted in China and Brazil, even before Barcelona and Manchester United. The excellence of “Made in Italy” is directly associated with the colors of the “Rossoneri”. The club has the highest brand value among all Italian clubs and is officially billed as the most successful football club in the world.

Following the press conference, Milan’s Marketing and Sales Department informed commercial partners about opportunities offered through their collaboration with the Club, and presented new initiatives developed for this season. These included projects in the field of Online Marketing and CRM, in particular the new version of Milan’s dedicated Web-TV channel “Milan Time”, A.C. Milan’s application for iPhone and the second year of “Milan at School” and the “Milan Mall Tour” programs. 
